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Chapter 1


At the bottom of a brandy bottle
Two-thirds of the way through a brandy bottle
A duke’s ballroom
London, 1840

Marcus felt his lip curl as he surveyed the signs of debauchery in his ballroom. Which was not, he knew full well, used for parties, balls, or social events of any kind.

Empty brandy bottles lingered to the sides of the chairs at random angles around the room; various articles of women’s clothing were scattered around, including one cleverly placed corset on a statue of one of his very male ancestors; a few plates of half-eaten food were on the tables, one of the cats that refused to leave (or more correctly, that he didn’t have the heart to make go) nibbling delicately on them while a second cat twined about his ankles.

“So you were saying how difficult it is to be a duke?” Smithfield’s tone was as dry as—well, as his own throat felt.

He could fix that. He drained his glass, then attempted to scowl at Smithfield, one of his two new boon companions. The other, Collins, was currently fast asleep on one of the sofas, the results of imbibing a substantial amount of the brandy one of Collins’s ships had brought in. Marcus himself had fallen asleep earlier, so he wasn’t entirely exhausted. Not entirely, at least.

“It sounds ridiculous,” he said, then felt himself smile as Smithfield looked at him pointedly. “It is ridiculous. I am a duke, I have no financial issues, I am unmarried, in prime health, and can do nearly whatever I want.”

“But?” Smithfield said as Marcus paused.

“But all that is required of a duke is that we wed properly and start fathering little dukes-to-be, and that particular scenario is enough to make me want to wrap that corset,” he said, gesturing to the statue, “around my throat and strangle myself. Bad enough I have to live a life I had never planned on; to do it at the side of a woman I would, in the best case, amicably dislike, and in the worst case utterly loathe, is not to be considered.”

“That is terrible,” Smithfield replied, still in that dry tone. “To have to marry and swan about being a duke when you could—well, what did you do six months ago, before you inherited? Or better yet, what would you rather be doing?”

Disappearing. Leaving. Being free of all responsibilities and cares. Never having to answer to anyone. “I used to walk a lot, just . . . walk. That made me almost happy.” Marcus knew, in the back of his mind, that he wouldn’t be talking this frankly if it weren’t for the quantities of Collins’s brandy he’d drunk. But Smithfield was asking, and maybe if Marcus were lucky, neither one of them would recall just how he’d bared his soul so pathetically. Again, thanks to Collins’s brandy.

“Is that what you did before inheriting? Walk?” Smithfield’s tone was now . . . less dry. As though he understood that what Marcus was saying was nearly important. Even if it still felt as though it wasn’t really what Marcus wished to say.

But that would require that he knew what he wished to say, Marcus thought, which would require him to know what would make him happy. He could say, with certainty, that it was neither drinking, gambling, nor fornicating. Even before he’d come into the dukedom so unexpectedly, he had searched for satisfaction through drinking, gambling, and fornicating. He’d traveled to other countries, where he’d drunk, gambled, and fornicated. He’d returned to London where he’d at least had the comforts of his own home while he drank, gambled, and fornicated.

Except for the quality of the brandy, and the soft, luxurious fur of the inherited cats he seemed to have grown fond of, he’d been disappointed.

“Walking, yes,” he replied, then glanced over to Smithfield. Who had fallen asleep. Marcus shook his head, drained his glass, and reached out to scratch the black and white cat on the chin. The cat was far more interested in the food on the table, however, which left Marcus to his own devices. As usual. As he preferred, he assured himself.

“I used to walk all the time, just on my own, with no one looking for me, no one worried about me, no one caring for me,” he said, speaking to the uninterested cat. The dukedom had included the cats, whom the previous duke had acquired. Sometimes he thought they were the best part of inheriting the title. He poured another measure of Collins’s brandy in his glass, but didn’t drink. “Until my father told me to stop ‘wandering about like a vagabond,’ that it wasn’t suitable, even for me.”

He took a sip. “And then my father died, and my brother died, and suddenly I was next in line to inherit when the duke died. A man I’d barely met. And here I am, living in his house, with his title, with his cats, spending his money.” His throat tightened. “I don’t even feel as though I belong here, even though there is nowhere else I belong better.”

The cat, wisely, did not respond.

He felt a surge of anger—at what, he wasn’t entirely certain, just as he didn’t know what he wanted.

But meanwhile he knew what he did not want, and that was for the two sleeping men in his ballroom to be there any longer. The cats could stay.

“Get up,” he said sharply, walking over to poke Collins in the chest. The man frowned, brushed Marcus’s finger away and emitted a loud snore. Marcus poked him again, this time in his soft belly, and he bolted upright, slamming his feet onto the floor, which echoed in the cavernous space of the ballroom.

“I’m up!” he said, brushing his fingers through his hair. “What’s happening? Did Smithfield die?”

“No, not that I’m aware of.” Marcus spared a glance toward Smithfield. Still breathing. He returned his gaze to Collins. “But you both need to leave.”

The good part about being a duke, he’d discovered, was that he didn’t need to explain why anything had to happen. He could just say it. “You need to leave.” Or, “I want strawberries,” in the middle of winter. Or, “Swap out all the furniture from one side of the house to the other.” He hadn’t said either of the last two, not yet at least, but it was a possibility if it seemed that it might, at last, bring him happiness.

He was reserving that last order for when he was well and truly desperate.

“D’ya have someone visiting?” Collins asked, apparently not understanding that being a duke means never having to explain himself.

Marcus didn’t bother to answer, he just went to Smithfield’s sofa and poked him. Unlike Collins, Smithfield’s belly was flat and hard, but it had the same effect; he sat up and blinked, his disheveled hair sticking up in a few gravity defying directions.

“Out.”

Smithfield nodded and swung his long legs over the sofa to the floor. He stared at the floor for a few seconds, then stood up, wobbling but at least not falling over.

He strode to Collins’s sofa then and held his arm out. Collins took it and stood also, both men now at least upright.

Smithfield regarded Marcus with a cool, steady gaze. “I hope you find what you’re looking for, Your Grace.” He didn’t wait for any kind of response.

Good thing, too, because Marcus didn’t have one, knowing that if he did, he’d damned well be off doing that. Instead, Smithfield just took Collins’s arm and led him toward the door.

They all halted, however, at the sound of a firm knock.

Now what?

“Enter,” Marcus said, turning his back to the door as he spoke. Cats couldn’t knock, and that was about the only creature he would tolerate seeing.

And when did he become such a grouchy creature himself? If forced to, he could probably pinpoint the exact moment—he’d been about eight years old, and he’d overheard his father talking about him, saying he wished he was more like his brother Joseph. Less like himself.

One would think that wouldn’t sting as much twenty years later, with everyone but himself gone from this world. One would be wrong.

Marcus heard the door open and his butler clear his throat. That was something, at least; Thompson did not clear his throat for any but the most interesting of reasons. He turned his head and felt his mouth drop open.

This was definitely an interesting reason.

A girl. A little girl with dark hair, a grimy gown, and the hugest eyes he’d ever seen on a human stared back at him.

“This,” Thompson stated, “is Rose Dosett.”

“Get out,” Marcus said before Thompson could continue, but winced as the butler placed his hand on the girl’s arm as though to escort her away. To God knew where. “Not her, them,” he clarified, gesturing to the two standing men without taking his eyes off the girl.

Who had not, as it happened, taken her eyes off him, either.

The men walked swiftly to the door, only knocking over one bottle as they went. Marcus heard the soft drip of the brandy’s dregs drop onto the floor as he and the girl continued their mutual observation.

Thompson cleared his throat, then spoke. “Your daughter, Your Grace.”

The girl’s face was relatively clean, at least in comparison to her gown. What he could see of her shape was thin, but not emaciated. And her face—her eyes were unblinking, solemn, huge.

He felt a pang of something, he had no idea what it was, flicker through him, like a half-remembered emotion that was pleasantly poignant. Like a dream where it was very urgent he do something, and yet he couldn’t remember what it was. But he wasn’t required to do anything. He could do whatever he wanted, now that he was him. Or more specifically, his title.

He hadn’t done anything, and he already felt lacking. But that had been true since he was young, so why was he reminded of it now?

He shook off that feeling of urgency, as best he could, and realized that just as he was staring at her, she was staring at him, as though she suspected just what he might have been up to. And didn’t trust him not to do it again, in her presence.

Although that could be his own guilt talking. The cats looked at him that way, on occasion. But— “Dosett, you said?” he asked. Still without removing his gaze from the girl.

“Dosett, Your Grace,” Thompson confirmed. “Her mother . . . well, her mother . . .” He trailed off as though aware that the girl was right there. Unspeaking. Unmoving. Unnerving.

Fiona Dosett. Marcus had nearly forgotten. She’d conceived when they’d been together, and he’d settled an annual sum on her and her offspring. He hadn’t even known what gender his issue had been. Hadn’t wanted to know, in fact.

Suddenly, regarding the small, still girl in front of him, that struck him as terribly wrong.

“Shall I place her in the blue bedroom?” Thompson asked, as though she were an unwanted package that just needed putting somewhere. The truth of which made Marcus wince, inside.

The girl—Rose—squeezed her eyes shut as Thompson spoke, making Marcus’s chest tighten. That look she had on her face. He knew that look. The look of loss. He’d seen it in the mirror when he was younger, albeit his face was a lot less filthy. That look that said “I don’t need love or caring because no one is here to love or care for me.”

Although that could be just what he thought he saw.

“No, not in the blue bedroom,” Marcus replied, trying to soften his voice. Something he’d had little to no experience with. “Miss Rose and I shall take tea in the second salon.” And he held his hand out to her until she reached forward and placed her small fingers into his.

Feeling, as she did so, that he had been given something that could prove extraordinary. If he could figure out what it was and what to do with it.




Chapter 2


The bell on the door jangled, letting Lily know that someone had entered the anteroom outside of the small office where she’d been working on the ledgers. She stood, feeling her back complain about her having sat for the past few hours. Each of the three proprietors of the Quality Employment Agency took turns at organizing the invoices, and this was her week.

The agency had done well since its inception just a few months ago, providing work (and the occasional falsified reference) for women with unfortunate pasts. They’d placed no fewer than six young women, all of whose reputations had been sullied for one reason or another. Lily and her partners were well-aware of what an unfortunate past could do to a person’s livelihood, since each of them had unfortunate pasts themselves.

She walked out of the office to see a young man, garbed in a footman’s clothing, holding a piece of paper and a snooty expression.

“Got this for whoever sends out ladies for governessing.”

She unfolded the paper, feeling her eyes widen as she read its contents.

Need governess immediately. Send applicants to Duke of Rutherford, Mayfair.

She took a moment to read it, then read it again, just to be sure. And felt her mouth drop open in shock. A duke! An actual duke was turning to the agency for help. So far the agency’s most prestigious client had been the cousin of a baron. He might as well have been a rat catcher compared to a duke.

This was what they needed to make the fledgling agency into a respectable business.

If the duke was pleased with the work, the agency’s reputation would be made, and she and her partners could find more work for all the unfortunate women who came to them. It was an opportunity the likes of which they could never have dreamed of.

But she couldn’t get ahead of herself.

Lily was not normally a person who took risks—the exact opposite, in fact—but she knew that this was no time to be the precise woman she’d shaped herself into since shedding—forever, she hoped—her own unfortunate circumstances.

Risk-taking when it meant jeopardizing your and your family’s livelihood, well, that was one thing. Something her father had already done, to her family’s detriment. But she couldn’t think about that now, or how her sister had suffered, and how her mother had just given up afterward.

Unlike her father—because of her father—she had to do what needed to be done, and she needed to do it now. The agency was fresh out of suitable unfortunate women who could governess, and she couldn’t afford to let this chance slip away. She had to take a risk. With her own self.

“I’m to wait for a reply,” the footman said in an aggrieved tone of voice.

Ah, apparently she was ruminating too much. That was something she would likely never be able to shed.

She spun back around, clutching the piece of paper to her chest, as though someone would step in and steal it from her. “You will not have to wait, I have the perfect applicant. She will arrive within half an hour.”

No need to inform the snobbish footman it would be her.

She made sure the door was shut before she ran around the small office in circles, waving the duke’s note and yelping.

Not her most dignified moment. Her precise self was horrified.

But who could blame her? If Annabelle and Caroline were here, they’d be joining her in the yelping. This was why they’d started the agency, after all (well, not for the chance to yelp, but for the chance to aid unfortunate women), but she hadn’t expected this kind of chance would come so soon.

She grabbed a piece of paper and a pencil and outlined a few details about where she was and who their new client was, addressed it to her partners, grabbed her cloak, locked the door, and headed to her new position.

After emitting one last little yelp, of course.

Lily’s excitement about the opportunity dimmed somewhat as she mounted the stairs to the sizable front door. A duke’s house—his mansion—was larger than any private residence she’d ever seen, much less been inside.

She was already intimidated, and she hadn’t spoken to anyone yet.

After taking a deep breath, she banged the knocker. She heard it echo within and felt herself tremble at making such a noise at such an impressive door.

Yes. She had to admit it. She was impressed by a door.

The door in question swung open and an older gentleman, his head placed at the properly dismissive attitude, looked at her. Noting, likely within seconds, her very worn cloak, barely a whisper of protection against the raw temperature, and the not-so-skillfully darned gloves she had on.

“I am here—” she began, only to have him interrupt.

“I know, and you should have come around to the back entrance. But since you’re here, please do come in.”

Was every person the duke employed entirely too full of themselves? Or perhaps it was just the two servants she’d met thus far. Still, it was worth keeping in mind when she spoke to the man in question.

She followed the full-of-himself butler inside, trying not to stare at all the grandeur inside.

“Wait here, I’ll let the duke know you have arrived.” The butler walked into one of the rooms to the side of the foyer, leaving Lily alone to get more intimidated by the foyer.

Imagine how she would feel when she actually saw one of the rooms.

She counted no fewer than ten doors leading off the entryway. It was hard to fathom just what purpose each room had; perhaps the duke allotted separate rooms for each one of his digits? “Oh, no, Mr. Thumb, it’s not your turn. We’ll be in the ring finger’s room today.” Or did he spend one day a week in each room, with the balance of the three left for holidays, birthdays, and . . . Incredible, she couldn’t even dream up what purpose so many rooms could serve. It must be very hard work to be a duke, given everything one had to do.

Pairing digits with rooms, or making sure nobody used Boxing Day’s room on Michaelmas. Or vice versa. Things like that.

The butler reappeared, making so little noise Lily jumped when he spoke. “The duke will see you now,” he said, managing to imbue his words with the proper amount of correctness plus a healthy dollop of disdain.

He walked ahead of her to one of the many doors and flung it open. “The lady is here, Your Grace,” he said, then gave her a sharp nod that indicated she should enter.

She did, and immediately decided this was the pink room, because nearly every item in the room was pink. And not the healthy pretty color of a late summer rose; no, this was the insipid pink of a wan begonia that had gotten too much sun and not enough water.

It was . . . well, it was tremendously pink, and exactly the opposite of how she presumed a duke would choose to live.

But all thoughts of interior design fled her head when she saw him. Just him; the child was not there.

But his presence was enough. He looked exactly the opposite of how she presumed a duke would look.

He stood next to a spindly escritoire, pink of course, and his whole self was so . . . tremendous, that it seemed he might just knock everything in the room over with his presence.

He was tall, and very, very, very handsome. Extremely male. No, entirely and absolutely virile. That was the word. Virile, with all the connotations that brought the pink to her own cheeks. At least she better matched the room.

Goodness. She’d seen pictures of gods and soldiers and kings and other leaders of men, but she’d never actually felt the impulse to follow one of them anywhere.

This one, though, she might consider following, even though that way led to things a young lady should not be thinking of. Especially a respectful governess who needed to make a good impression.

He had dark hair, straight, which brushed his collar in an unkempt way that nonetheless looked utterly dashing. His eyebrows were straight black slashes over his eyes, dark brown, which were intently gazing at her as though he could see to her soul.

And if he could, he knew what she was thinking about him, so that could be problematic.

The sharp planes of his chiseled face were further accentuated by the stubble on his cheeks, giving him an even more dangerous look. The Dangerous Duke sounded like a character from a gothic novel. And he looked like just the sort of man who would lure women to do Dangerous Things.

One of his slashing eyebrows had risen, and she realized she’d been staring at him. Didn’t that happen to him frequently enough for it not to cause comment? Perhaps not in the sanctity of his own home. Or maybe there was a room made for staring, and she was not in it.

“The governess,” he stated, as though it was in question. He did not sound as though he truly believed she was one. Which made two of them, despite her having had experience with children, namely her sister, which was why she didn’t have experience with any children past five years old. The familiar pain reminded her just what circumstances had brought her here. It’s a worthwhile risk, a whispered voice in her brain said. Be strong.

“Your references.” He held his hand out as he spoke.

“References,” she repeated, knowing the pink in her cheeks was increasing. Perhaps this was the Room for Blushing, but if it were, she was doing all the work. He looked absolutely confident, that one eyebrow still lifted as though it had noticed her blushes but he himself had not.

There was a silence as they continued to look at each other in what felt like a facial standoff.

His other eyebrow joined its mate. “I presume a reputable governess from a reputable agency—I saw the advertisement in the papers, and my butler knew of the agency’s reputation—would come supplied with references?” He lifted his head and crossed his arms on his chest. “Are you saying my butler is misinformed? Are you saying I have made the wrong decision?” His tone was nearly incredulous.

She still did not speak. She knew what to say—she’d coached enough of the unfortunate women to be able to recite it in her sleep—but she just couldn’t, not with him, and those eyebrows, and all that . . . virility just a few feet away.

She was very far from reputable at this moment, she had to admit.

His lips—the fullness of which she’d just been admiring—thinned. “I need a governess. Not for me, mind you,” he added, those lips tilting up in a crooked smirk, as though this duke had a sense of humor, “but for my . . . my charge. A young lady of approximately four years.” A frown. “Or more or less, I’m not precisely certain.”

This was for the agency, she couldn’t falter now. Or open and close her mouth like a hungry fish. Either action would not be useful.

“Yes, of course, Your Grace.” She made a slight curtsey, just as she instructed the women to do. To reinforce the client’s importance so he or she would be beguiled into forgetting all about needing . . . “References. I regret to say I hastened to assist you without pausing to collect them.” She had been too busy yelping to remember anything she might actually require. “I will certainly rectify that at a later date. Please know, for now, that I am skilled in the charge of girls, and if I could just meet the young lady in question, I would be able to prove my mettle.”

His eyebrows lowered as he seemed to consider her words. “Prove your mettle in some sort of governess competition?”

She replied before she thought. “It is not as though the teaching of girls is something one can be competitive about. Either they learn or they do not. I assure you, I am quite competent.”

Oh, stupid, stupid Lily. Wasn’t it an absolute rule that one did not talk back to a duke? Particularly when said duke had your future employment in his hands? Plus the future of the agency, the one she and her partners had worked so very hard to make a success?

She clamped her mouth shut before she could say anything else.

But he hadn’t yet thrown her out, so . . . She held her breath, seeing how the corner of his mouth had lifted into what might nearly be a smile, how one eyebrow had arched up—honestly, his eyebrows were miraculously nimble—as though he were amused.

And exhaled as he nodded. “You will suit,” he said.

Hearing that, she had much more admiration for the unfortunate women who came to the agency.

Without saying anything more, he leaned over the surface of the escritoire and lifted a tiny pink bell from the far corner. He glared at it—and really, who could blame him?—and shook it.

Not unexpectedly, it had a tiny, light tinkling sound, and Lily held her breath, wondering if anyone could possibly have heard it. Moments later, however, the butler opened the door.

“Escort Miss Rose here now.” No please, no softening of his voice, but to Lily it was as though an angel had burst from the heavens and was promising her cream cakes and chocolate sauce.

Which reminded her, she hadn’t eaten for a while. What would she do if her stomach growled? Was stomach-growling a cause for not hiring a person?

She hoped she wouldn’t have to find out.

The duke did not ask her to sit, of course; she was a servant being interviewed for a position, not a guest visiting for tea. Once he’d sent the butler off to fetch Rose, he barely even glanced in her direction. Although she couldn’t stop looking at him. It was really unfair that he was a duke, and lived in the Mansion with Many Rooms, and looked as he did.

Now, for example, he was examining some papers on the execrable escritoire, his long, elegant, yet still ridiculously virile fingers shuffling them while his other hand raked through his hair, making it both more disheveled and more dangerously attractive.

His nose—and really, when had she ever noticed the shape of a person’s nose before?—was straight and sharp, and nearly too big, but was, again, dangerously attractive.

An attractive nose. She was engrossed by the study of his nose.

At least he didn’t have a wart or anything. That would be no less engrossing, but definitely less handsome.

At last she heard the door swing open behind her, and she turned around to see a small, slight child wearing a shabby gown and clutching the remnants of some sort of pastry, crumbs of which were falling to the floor.

And her expression—she looked as anxious and terrified as Lily felt, and Lily immediately felt a bond to this little girl who probably couldn’t even count as high as all the rooms in the duke’s house. Perhaps that would be one of their first lessons. If she got the job.

“Miss Rose, this lady has come to discuss taking a position as your governess.” His voice as he addressed the little girl was gentle, as though he knew just how intimidating he likely appeared to this tiny, pastry-eating waif. To females of all ages, she had to admit. Never mind that she wished she had a pastry herself. But that he knew enough to use a softer tone surprised her. She wasn’t accustomed to gentlemen being anything but demanding. Especially at her last unfortunate position.

He could never know of that particular item on her list of prior positions. Not if she wished to keep her current one.

“Her name is,” he continued, still in that soft tone, “. . . what is your name?” he muttered, sounding impatient.

Lily swallowed. “Lily Russell, Your Grace, but you can just call me Miss Lily.”

“Miss Rose, this is Miss Lily.” He chuckled, an entirely unexpected sound. “Perhaps I should be called the Duke of Gardening instead of Rutherford.” The joke was even more unexpected than the chuckle, but Lily couldn’t spare a moment to think about how Dangerous a witty duke might be.

“Hello, Miss Rose.” Lily spoke softly, as he had, already aware she had to be gentle toward this obviously frightened girl. She could definitely sympathize—she was frightened as well, frightened she wouldn’t suit, frightened she would end up like so many of the unfortunate women the agency hadn’t helped.

Frightened she couldn’t help this girl as she wished someone had helped her.

“It is a pleasure to meet you.” She knelt down and extended her hand toward the girl. “I would like to stay here and teach you. Would you like that?”

Rose looked at Lily’s hand, then nodded as she took a few steps, reached out and held it. “Yes,” she said in a whisper.

Lily heard the duke exhale behind her. “She’s just barely arrived,” he said, “and hasn’t spoken a word yet.” He was not at all the commanding duke who’d demanded her references, not now. Now he seemed almost . . . anxious. “Not even once, during our tea. I was worried that she was mute.”

Interesting. So he’d just met his charge? Not that it was any of her business, of course, prim, methodical Lily reminded that other curious, yelping part of her. But still. Interesting.

She smiled at Rose, who returned the smile, albeit shakily. “I believe Miss Rose and I will have plenty to discuss.” She turned her head to look at the duke. “May I assume I have the position, then?” she asked.

He glanced quickly at her, and the heat of his gaze seemed to penetrate to the fraud within, the woman who’d never really been a governess, just a young lady with a sister. Her stomach tightened in both hunger and anxiety.

“Yes,” he said at last. He barked out an order, and both Rose and Lily jumped. “Thompson, take Miss Rose and Miss Lily to one of the guest bedrooms, it doesn’t matter which one. That will be the schoolroom.”

The girl’s fingers were trembling, and Lily wished she could tell her that it was all right, that trembling in the presence of such a pink room and an arrogant duke was a perfectly normal reaction, only she didn’t think it would be good for the child to know her new governess was a ninny who yelped and pondered noses and wan begonias and a vast number of rooms rather than concerning herself with proper conduct.

She would save all that for a lesson sometime in the future, when the topic was Foolish Things Your Governess Thinks of and Does when Panicking.




Chapter 3


The door shut behind them, all of them, and he was alone, wondering just what in God’s name had he just done—although he could answer that, couldn’t he? He’d taken in his illegitimate daughter after her mother died, had established this was to be her home, for the time, at least, and even hired a governess for her.

Not really what he thought most men in his position were accustomed to doing. Especially if they had spent most of the night drinking with their now boon companions.

First of all, if there was a daughter, she was usually legitimate, and therefore came with a mother, who would handle the hiring of the governess.

Illegitimate offspring didn’t require recognition, let alone a governess.

The governess. He was now even more glad he was unencumbered in the wife area. Something about her made him prickle nearly as much as he had when first seeing Rose.

Or perhaps he was just tired.

Twenty-four hours earlier, his primary concern had been whether to anoint Collins or Smithfield his new best friend. He still hadn’t decided, but he was leaning toward Smithfield, since Collins ate the last bit of roast beef and had the temerity to ask a question of a duke.

Smithfield had just snored.

But now he had a child in his possession. A child for whom he was responsible. When he wasn’t altogether certain he was responsible.

But he wasn’t going to let that deter him from doing what was right. For now. For once. He hadn’t done anything about his new title except resent it, but if being a duke meant he could change this girl’s life for the better? But he knew damned well he couldn’t do it alone.

And so he had found her a governess. A governess who snapped back a retort, which no one had dared to since even before he’d become a duke. A governess who had turned into stone when he asked about her references, whose cheeks had flushed when he spoke to her. A governess who wore a gown that the nicest thing one could say about it was that it was made of fabric.

A governess who had intrigued him right away. Made him ignore the missing references, the flush, the worn gown; made him want, instead, to see what color her cheeks would turn if he kissed her, if he discovered what curves lurked underneath her clothing. What she would say if he could get her to speak her mind all the time.

It was clear she had the goal of presenting herself as plainly as possible, but like an archeologist searching for a lost treasure in a pile of dirt, he could discern the beauty underneath. And that intrigued him as well. Luxuriant hair, the color of the most delicious chocolate, was pulled back into a severe bun, but several strands had fallen out, giving her a seductively disheveled appearance. Her eyes were hazel, but changed color as her emotions changed. In the height of the pink-cheeked moment, for instance, her eyes had gotten darker, while when she saw her new charge, he would have sworn they turned almost golden.

And her figure—her waist was small and trim, and as for her breasts—

No, stop, he reprimanded himself. What was he doing, waxing rhapsodic about his newest employee? She was here to instruct his charge. His daughter.

He was setting on a course of respectability, at least until he figured out what to do with his daughter. She deserved that care, at least.

Not to mention, the newest employee’s demeanor was hardly that of a seductress, regardless of her disheveled hair or lush figure. More like when his prim-mouthed aunts had tried to temper his wild habits.

Clearly, he thought as he recalled what he’d done the night before, they hadn’t succeeded very well.

Perhaps now that he was going to try to be a responsible parent, if just for a little while—not to mention a responsible employer, one who did not notice that the governess’s eyes were the green of moss, the kind a woodland fairy might rest on—he might want to actually do something about his residence. He hadn’t really cared that much before. Just as long as there were adequate rooms for himself and whichever boon companions he’d found, that was sufficient. That it be warm and have seating seemed reasonable. But anything else? He hadn’t bothered. He assumed there would be time enough for all of that when he was settled. If he settled.

Besides which, he kept hoping he could someday just return to roaming, not having to worry about what people thought about him or what responsibilities he had.

It was momentarily terrifying, then, that Rose’s arrival meant he might have to lose those vagabond dreams forever.

And who would he be if he were just the duke?

At least his current excesses—those antithetical to a responsible parent—were limited to drinking and gambling and not nearly as much fornicating as before. He had occasional dalliances, but he’d found, in general, it was too much effort for too little reward to embark on affairs with society ladies. Two minutes and it was over, and then he’d have to make conversation. Not worth it.

The thought had crossed his mind that if it only lasted two minutes, perhaps he was doing it wrong, but he hadn’t been intrigued enough by anyone to conduct any scientific experiments. Besides which, how embarrassing would it be if he was doing it wrong? When he got married—if he got married—it would be too late for his wife to complain. Plus he assumed she wouldn’t know, either.

Although if he could practice, perhaps with someone he’d just met . . .

No. Absolutely not. Drinking and gambling suited him just fine.

With that thought in mind, he strode over to the cart where this room’s brandy was kept. No glasses; he vaguely recalled coming in here the night before to retrieve more for him and his guests. He shrugged, and raised the bottle to his mouth.

At which point the door was flung open and his new rigidly proper governess walked in, her expression reserved.

She was not here to help him refine his amatory activities, then. Pity.

“Your Grace,” she said, clasping her hands in front of her, and then her expression changed to one of exasperation. “I was just—oh, for heaven’s sake, just drink!”

Because he had frozen in mid-swallow, the bottle still tilted up, but his mouth had closed over the opening so no more liquid could travel down his throat.

At her words, he opened his mouth and the welcome burn of the spirit—unlike the unwelcome burn of his new employee’s tone of voice—traveled down his gullet to nestle comfortably in his stomach.

He thought too late that drinking brandy straight from the bottle was probably not the habit of a respectable gentleman and father. Given that he’d only had a few hours being either, however, he thought he was doing rather well. Bottle-drinking notwithstanding.

He placed the now empty bottle down and looked more closely at her.

The severe hairstyle, the frown, the worn, ill-colored gown. No wonder she looked so glum.

He wondered what it would take to make her laugh. Or smile, even. A child needed laughter, did she not? He would just have to command her to laugh.

Which would probably go as well as when his aunts attempted to sober him up. Not in the way he needed it lately.

“Miss . . .” Damn, he’d forgotten her name.

“Lily,” she supplied. Lily, of course, his garden of girls. Although this one was most definitely a woman, he corrected himself.

“Lily,” he repeated. “What do you want?” He didn’t mean to slip into his most arrogant tone of voice; if he were honest, he would have to admit that it just produced the quickest, easiest results. He wanted something, he announced his wants in that tone of voice, and usually within minutes he received it. That was true even before receiving his title. And being a duke meant never having to soften your tone.

Until now, at least.

“I am here, Your Grace,” she said tightly, “to speak with you about the child. About Rose.” When she said the girl’s name, her voice softened. It seemed, actually, that her whole expression softened. He’d have thought about that more, about how she seemed to glow from the inside, just with saying the girl’s name, but then he got distracted by—by her.

She was absolutely stunning when she wasn’t looking as though she had just sucked on a lemon. And her figure really was lovely—shapely, but not excessive. As though there were secrets to discover underneath that drab gown, hidden curves and soft skin and unknown territory to explore.

But he had no business exploring his child’s governess.

“What about Rose? You need to tell me if there is a problem with the—with my daughter.” As he spoke, he felt his chest tighten. My daughter. He’d only just met his child, had spent barely an hour with her, but he already knew how it felt not to be wanted, and no matter what, he didn’t want that for her.

Miss Lily shook her head, her lips curling into a slight smile. “No, there is no problem with her, as you say. She is a lovely girl. I merely wished to discuss how you wished me to proceed.” A pause, then a more hesitant tone. “You said she has just arrived?”

They were both still standing. If they were to engage in any kind of lengthy conversation, he’d be damned if he’d conduct it standing up. With a servant, no less.

Although from what he knew about them, governesses inhabited an odd purgatory-like existence within a household—not lowly enough to be comfortable among the other servants, but certainly not part of the family.

Ah. No wonder Thompson had been even more rigid than usual. He needed to ensure the new governess knew her place. Thompson was likely irked that his employer didn’t seem to know—or even care about—his place. Both in terms of his physical living quarters and his position.

He really would have to get around to redecorating one of these days.

“Do sit down,” he said, gesturing to one of the chairs. He grabbed one that had fallen sideways and righted it, then straddled it backward. He’d found that was the most comfortable way to sit, the chairs being as uncomfortable as they were ugly.

The governess had no such option regarding the way she sat, of course, and lowered herself into the chair he’d indicated, smoothing her skirts and clasping her hands in her lap. At last, when it seemed she was settled to her liking, she looked up at him.

The directness with which she regarded him felt like she knew things about him, knew things he didn’t even know. It felt prickly, like wearing a rough shirt, or attending church when one had no right to be there.

He hadn’t done either thing in years, but he still recalled how it felt.

There was a long silence, until at last he realized it was his place to speak. In purgatory or not, no servant would begin a conversation when not specifically invited to. That road would lead straight to hell. Or unemployment.

“Have you had a chance to review what might be needed for her?” He made his tone as confident as he could, even though he was entirely unaccustomed to not knowing the answers. Or even to asking questions. This event, this arrival of a child who was shorter than the top of the execrable escritoire, was going to irrevocably change him. For better or for worse remained to be seen.

“I assume, Your Grace, that since this is the first child you’ve had living here—it is, correct?” she asked, the slight promise of a frown flitting across her face, as though she worried he was in the habit of collecting stray children. “I assume that we will need everything. Will you need an itemized list?” She tilted her head and her eyes narrowed in thought. “There will be papers, and pens, and chalk, and—”

“Fine, fine,” Marcus said, interrupting. “Whatever you deem necessary. I don’t need to hear the details. Just have the bills sent here.”

“You will wish to hear how she is progressing in her studies.” It was not a question, and he felt suddenly defensive. Because, of course, he hadn’t thought about tracking her progress at all; if he were honest, he’d have to admit he hadn’t thought about what would happen at all, beyond wanting to keep her there for the moment. To keep her safe, until he decided what was to be done with her.

And with him.

But keeping the child safe wasn’t the same as keeping her well, a voice reminded him. His parents had kept him safe, but not well.

The governess was still gazing steadily at his face, and he realized she was waiting for a reply. Not that she had asked a question.

“A weekly report will be adequate.”

“I will report to you, and not to your wife?” That was a question, one thankfully he could answer.

“I am not married.”

“Oh.”

Was he imagining it, or did her expression relax a fraction? Did she think he would— No, of course not. Dukes did not marry governesses, and vice versa. Definitely not this governess and this duke.

Not that he wouldn’t mind pretending they were married. For two minutes, at least.

But she was not looking at him in any kind of pretend married way at all, or even in the way he’d grown used to—as though he was a rare breed, or some sort of fascinating bizarre species. He understood those looks. There weren’t very many dukes, after all, and many fewer of them weren’t gray-haired and married and gouty.

She was just . . . looking. It was refreshing, but also disconcerting. He felt as though he should be explaining how a man such as he had been able to remain a bachelor. He wanted to tell her how it felt to see Rose arrive in his house, how he saw himself in her face. How he knew how it felt not to be wanted.

But she was his newest employee, not someone he needed to confide in, or impress, or do anything except pay and expect to do her job.

He took refuge in his most obnoxious tone of voice. “Since you neglected to bring references, Miss Lily, perhaps you could instead tell me of your last position.”

Had her expression been relaxed before? Now it was all tightened up again, as though someone were winding her face up like a clock, to spring it into action.

He acknowledged that he could be oblivious to other people, but there was no mistaking the tension in her face. In her entire body, in fact; her hands were coiled around each other and her posture made it appear as though she were going to leap out of the chair.

But she didn’t do anything, just took a deep breath and met his gaze. “I was employed by a vicar’s family in Littlestone. The Turnstones.” The expression in her eyes got distant, as though she were recalling something. “It is a small village, but the vicar’s wife wished her daughters to be able to make their way comfortably in London. I believe they are distantly related to a baron, they had hopes of arriving in town for the Season.” She nodded, as though for emphasis.

And now what did he do with that information? He’d never actually hired a servant before, he’d left that up to whomever had taken care of it before he inherited. But this couldn’t be entrusted to anyone but him.

“Hm.” That seemed like an appropriate reply.

“I can obtain my physical references on my afternoon off.”

As though they both knew when that was. Was it something that was understood? How had he gone this long—even being as feckless as he was—without knowing when servants had their free afternoons?

“Yes, of course.” He was feeling more and more out of his depth in dealing with this woman. Perhaps there was a good reason he’d left the hiring to other people.

“When would you prefer me to take my afternoon?” she asked after a moment.

Aha! So it was not understood! He felt much better. “Tuesday.” He said it as though there was no other possible day that would be nearly as satisfactory. He hoped it wasn’t part of the unknown servant covenant that one never had Tuesday afternoons off.

“Yes, thank you.”

Apparently it was not. He wanted to show how proud he was of this moment, but if he admitted his ignorance, his whole triumph would be rendered meaningless.

“And, if you’ll excuse me, Your Grace,” she said, biting her lip, “what have you said about Miss Rose?”

“Said about her?” He didn’t think he’d said much about her, except not to throw her out and to escort her to one of the upstairs rooms. Had he already done something wrong?

“About her being here. With you. So—so unexpectedly,” she said, nodding with a significant look.

Ah. They were to have the illegitimate child conversation already. He hoped she wasn’t on the verge of leaving when she hadn’t even begun.

“She’s my daughter.”

Miss Lily rolled her eyes and exhaled. As his aunts used to do as well. “I understand that, Your Grace, but what will you say about her?”

“That she is my young daughter?” He wasn’t trying to be difficult, but he didn’t see where it was anyone’s business.

“Perhaps, if I might suggest, you could tell people that she is the daughter of one of your cousins. One who died in India, or somewhere else far off. Then your—then Miss Rose would not have to suffer as a result.”

“Ah.” The thought of having to even consider something like that made him furious, made him want to yell at her, but it wasn’t her fault that the world chose to be so narrow-minded. “I see.”

“Good, then.” Her eyebrows knitted together in thought. “Not that anyone should judge where it is not their concern, but people will talk.” From the way her face tensed, he wondered what people had said about her.

“Thank you.” At least she wasn’t offering her notice, not immediately, at least. And it seemed as though she might sympathize with Rose’s situation. “Well, then.” He rubbed his hands together the way he’d seen his father do when he was little—signifying the end of a conversation, or a wrapping up of a moment, or something so he didn’t have to come out and say “Get out.” Not that his father, and later Joseph, had ever
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