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        She broke his heart once before. He won’t give her the chance to do it again.

      

        

      
        Baron Cranston doesn’t believe in happily-ever-afters. Experience has taught him that love is a risk not worth taking.

      

        

      
        Forced to marry another man when she was younger, Abigail didn’t know she was carrying Cranston’s child until after he’d entered military service. Now widowed and out of mourning, she is no longer trapped in a union she never wanted.

      

        

      
        When Abigail tells Cranston about his daughter, she doesn’t expect his proposal. But their marriage of convenience could give her the second chance she never dreamed possible. Now she only needs to convince the cynical baron that his heart isn’t as closed off as he believes.
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      To learn about Suzanna Medeiros's future books, you can sign up for her newsletter at https://www.suzannamedeiros.com/newsletter.
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        London, July 1817

      

      

      It was the perfect day for a wedding. The temperature was warm but not unbearable, and the clouds had parted for the happy couple. Baron Cranston was surrounded by smiling, happy faces, but the only thing on his mind was how he’d rather be anywhere else.

      He’d learned many years ago that love was a fantasy people told themselves existed so they could get through the daily monotony of life. Some of the people who went searching for their happily-ever-afters were lucky enough to find companions who held similar foolish notions. They were the fortunate ones.

      Then there was the rest of the world. People who were content merely to find a partner who wasn’t intolerable, whom they could show off as a status symbol, or whom could provide them with a comfortable life. But for people like him, who’d thought they found love and who’d had their dreams of matrimonial bliss crushed, they recognized love was an illusion.

      Cranston would never again give a woman the power to break his heart. Even if he wanted to try, a part of him would always be wary. Always be waiting for the inevitable betrayal that would come.

      Still, he couldn’t deny the pang of envy that went through him as he watched Viscount Ashford repeat his vows. Not that Cranston would ever admit it.

      Brushing off the unwelcome emotion as a lingering remnant of crushed dreams, he managed a hearty congratulations to his friend and his new bride as they gathered outside the wedding chapel that warm morning.

      The Marquess of Lowenbrock clapped him on the shoulder. “You’re welcome to ride back to the house with us for the wedding breakfast.”

      The three of them—Cranston, Ashford, and Lowenbrock—had formed a tight bond during their years of military service. Their friendship was as strong as ever now that they had given up their commission and returned to England last year. But as the only one still unmarried, Cranston was very aware of being the odd man out.

      Cranston shook his head. “I brought my carriage and will see you there shortly.”

      Lowenbrock merely nodded and headed toward his own carriage. The one that held his wife of less than one year and whom Cranston had recently learned was carrying their first child.

      He rolled his shoulders to ease the tension that was starting to build at the base of his neck. Normally he did a better job of hiding his feelings, but there was no denying that weddings would always bring up bad memories for him.

      Lowenbrock and Ashford knew he didn’t believe in love and happily-ever-afters. Not for himself. But he had no doubt that his friends would defy the odds and remain blissfully wed.

      He was about to head to his own carriage when he noticed the intense discussion taking place between the new bride and groom. He’d expected the pair to be gazing at one another with adoration, but instead, they stood off to one side, deep in conversation.

      Ashford shook his head, and Cranston watched as Mary placed a hand on his arm. Then Ashford turned to meet his gaze and Cranston knew. They were talking about him.

      He started for his carriage, trying to push back the unease that had only increased with that significant look. He stopped when Ashford called out to him.

      Somehow he managed a casual tone. “Shouldn’t you be whisking your wife away? Taking advantage of a few stolen moments in the carriage before you must greet your guests at the wedding breakfast?”

      When Ashford’s expression remained grim, Cranston could feel the hairs stand up along his arms. He’d always had the same feeling just before a battle when they were still in the military. He squared his shoulders and braced himself for what was coming.

      “Before we return to the house, I need to warn you. Mary invited Lady Holbrook.”

      Cranston felt those words like a blow to the stomach. Not only would he be forced to watch his two closest friends enjoy themselves with their wives, but now he would have his greatest mistake thrown into his face at the same time.

      Abigail was going to be there.

      He’d caught sight of her the month before at Hyde Park. After that day, he’d avoided the park during the fashionable hour. But it seemed he hadn’t been successful in avoiding this inevitable meeting.

      Cranston nodded. “Thank you for telling me.”

      Ashford shook his head. “One of the things I love most about my wife is her practical nature, but I’ve discovered that she has a strong romantic streak. She told me that she likes the woman, but I fear she might be matchmaking. Hoping that you’ll find someone and join us in wedded bliss.”

      Cranston couldn’t hold back his bark of laughter. The way his friend’s mouth twisted as he said the words made it clear that he knew it was a ridiculous statement. When Cranston did finally choose a bride, it wouldn’t be for love. And it definitely wouldn’t be Abigail Holbrook.

      Ashford winced. “I know. I told her to leave the matter alone, but she went ahead and issued the invitation without telling me.”

      “You told her.” That realization shouldn’t have felt like a betrayal.

      “She saw the way you looked at the woman that day in Hyde Park. When she told me that she hoped to befriend Lady Holbrook, I had to explain why that wouldn’t be a good idea.”

      Cranston wasn’t angry with his friend. He’d been in love once, and he had no doubt the man he’d been back then would have done the same thing. He liked Ashford’s new wife. She wasn’t flighty and seemed to have a good head on her shoulders. And she did care about others, almost too much it seemed. Still, it bothered him that Ashford and his new wife had discussed him. And despite that, the new viscountess was still trying to push him toward the woman who’d broken his heart.

      “If anyone asks, I can tell them you had somewhere else to be. We’ll be in London for the rest of the day and can see you later.”

      Cranston shook his head. He’d run from the woman once already. Her betrayal had been the reason he’d chosen to buy a commission nine years ago. He was done running. Still, he couldn’t help but wonder if Abigail knew he was good friends with Ashford and, by extension, the man’s wife. The cynical side of him refused to believe that their upcoming meeting was coincidental.

      “Nothing and no one will keep me away.”

      Ashford nodded and turned to rejoin his wife.

      Wife. If things had gone as planned all those years ago, Cranston would have been the first of his friends to wed. Although if that had happened, he wouldn’t have met Ashford or Lowenbrock. They would likely only be acquaintances now.

      His emotions were in turmoil as he strode to his carriage. But by the time he arrived at Ashford’s town house, he’d have them in check again.

      One corner of his mouth rose as he contemplated the meeting ahead. Perhaps it was time for him to go on the attack. If his time in military service had taught him anything, it was that one was already doomed if they feared losing before stepping onto the battlefield. No, if Abigail was going to be joining him in this battle, it was he who would come out the victor.
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      It didn’t take Abigail long to realize she’d made a mistake in accepting the invitation to Miss Mary Trenton and the Viscount Ashford’s wedding breakfast. But not because Gideon was here. She’d known he was a good friend of the groom and had assumed he’d be in attendance.

      No matter when it happened, their first meeting was going to be awkward. But a small, no doubt masochistic, part of her had dreamed that he would take one look at her and realize he still loved her.

      No, coming here today was a mistake because Gideon, who was now Baron Cranston, clearly wasn’t experiencing the same regret and tumult of emotion at being in the same room again after so many years apart. In fact, he scarcely noticed her.

      After congratulating the newly married couple and offering them her wishes for a happy future, she’d proceeded to the drawing room where a number of guests had gathered. She knew a few of the people here but not well. She greeted a few of them as she passed, wary of running into Gideon.

      She knew exactly when he arrived. It had always been like this with Gideon. He had only to walk into a room and her body seemed to vibrate with awareness at his presence. She turned to look at the doorway and waited for him to notice her.

      He scanned the room, taking in all the guests. Abigail didn’t miss the way the women near him whispered, but her attention was only on him. Her breath caught when his eyes finally landed on her. She wasn’t sure what she’d expected, but it certainly hadn’t been indifference. His gaze continued his sweep of the room. He gave no indication that he’d even recognized her, and the snub felt like a physical blow.

      When he strode toward his friend and the new Viscountess Ashford, he dropped a kiss on the woman’s hand and winked at her. She couldn’t deny the warmth in his expression, evident even from where she stood, as he smiled at the viscountess. A hint of jealousy sparked within her.

      Which was ridiculous. From all accounts, Gideon and the viscount were good friends, so of course he would know the man’s bride. Abigail’s jealousy wasn’t logical, but then feelings rarely were. She’d pinned so much hope on this first meeting with him and couldn’t deny that his rejection of everything they’d once shared caused a hurt that threatened to steal her breath.

      Which she supposed was only fair. Hadn’t she done the same to him all those years ago? She’d rejected him with a cruelty that was aimed at ensuring he stopped pursuing her.

      She turned away from the sight of him chatting amiably with the other woman, wanting nothing more than to flee the house. She couldn’t put off their meeting forever, but it didn’t need to happen in the company of so many people.

      “Lady Holbrook, it is so good to see you here.” Lady Lowenbrock smiled warmly as she came to a stop next to her.

      “I wouldn’t have missed this joyous occasion,” Abigail said by way of greeting, grateful for the distraction. She’d met both the marchioness and the new Lady Ashford the month before. Lady Lowenbrock was married to another of Gideon’s good friends. “But please call me Abigail. I don’t like to stand on formality with friends.”

      The marchioness inclined her head. “Of course. And you should call me Amelia.” She lowered her voice. “Can you follow me out into the hallway?”

      She nodded in reply, wondering what the woman wanted to say to her that couldn’t be said in this room. As she followed Amelia from the drawing room, she imagined that she could feel Gideon’s eyes on her. But she resisted the temptation to look at him. She didn’t need yet another disappointment if he was still ignoring her.

      They walked past a group of people who were gathered just outside the drawing room and moved farther down the hallway. Finally the marchioness came to a stop when there was no danger they’d be overheard.

      “Is something the matter?” Abigail kept her voice low, but it didn’t seem that anyone was paying them the slightest attention.

      Amelia’s mouth twisted in a small grimace. “I apologize for the dramatics. I just needed to speak to you and wanted to do so in private to save you any embarrassment.”

      A frisson of alarm snaked down her spine, and she suspected the worst. Gideon had asked this woman to tell her that her presence wasn’t welcome here. She took a deep breath. “I understand. I’ll just say my goodbyes to Lord and Lady Ashford, and then I’ll go.”

      Abigail started to turn, but Amelia placed a hand on her arm to stop her. “Oh no, you misunderstand me. I’m not asking you to leave.”

      Well, now she felt positively ridiculous. Of course Gideon wouldn’t have gone to the trouble of having her barred from the house. Not when it was clear she held no significance in his life.

      “I’m sorry if I alarmed you,” Amelia said. “I just wanted to warn you that Mary is playing matchmaker. She’s hoping to make a match between you and Lord Cranston.”

      Abigail’s stomach dipped. She had to swallow hard before she could speak. “What do you know?”

      Amelia sighed. “Nothing, but I got the distinct impression something more was going on. I saw the way you watched him when he arrived. And I saw that his eyes passed over you completely. I thought…” She raised one shoulder. “I’m not sure what I thought. I fear I’ve misspoken. I know that Lord Cranston is very popular with the fairer sex. If you’ve asked Mary for an introduction, please ignore my misplaced warning. I’ve been told I have something of an overactive imagination.”

      Abigail let out a small laugh. This woman was far too astute. She only hoped that no one else thought she was pining after the man. “No, you are correct. Gid—Lord Cranston and I knew each other once, many years ago. But it would seem he has no wish to renew the acquaintance.” She shook her head. “Perhaps it is better that I leave. I knew he’d be here and never should have come.”

      “Nonsense,” Amelia said. “I will remain by your side until it is time to eat. If you no longer require my presence, you can just tell me that you see my husband looking for me.”

      Abigail was amazed at this woman’s generosity when they were little more than acquaintances. “Why would you help me? I would have thought your loyalties would lie with your husband’s friends.”

      Amelia tilted her head to one side. “Why must there be sides? He hasn’t asked me to choose, and I assume you’re not asking that of me either. But I won’t force you to stay if you wish to take your leave.”

      Abigail couldn’t deny that she didn’t want to flee. Not when there was still a chance she’d be able to speak to Gideon again. His casual indifference to her presence had been a blow, but she would regret it more if she ran away now. Given the way they’d parted, she’d been a fool to think he would want to speak to her again. But that only meant she would have to try harder. There was too much at stake to give up now.

      “I’d like to stay.”

      “Then the matter is settled. Mary likes you a great deal, and since I’ve always known her to be the best judge of character, I’m sure we’ll soon become friends.”

      Amelia threaded her arm through Abigail’s, and they made their way to the drawing room.

      “Have you met Lord Ashford’s family?” Amelia asked, her voice a little too loud as they reentered the room. “Oh, I see his sister, Lady Benington, right there.”
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      It was almost impossible to ignore Abigail’s presence, but Cranston did everything in his power to appear unaffected by her. He was careful to hide how he kept her in his periphery and tracked her movements. He would never again allow the woman to gain the upper hand.

      Abigail had grown more beautiful over the years, and he hated that he wasn’t immune to her. He’d allowed himself to believe that when they met again, he’d feel only indifference for her. Instead, he couldn’t deny that he still wanted her.

      He hadn’t expected the desire that threatened to undo his reserve when his eyes swept over her. A desire that refused to go away no matter whom he flirted with, and heaven knew there were a number of attractive women here. He’d been with a few of them, but none held Abigail’s appeal. Which meant that he must possess a previously undetected streak of masochism.

      He was speaking to Lowenbrock when he saw the man’s wife step out of the room with Abigail. He barely held back a curse. How was it possible that his two closest friends were married to women who seemed intent on befriending the one woman in all of England he wanted to avoid?

      When it was time to sit down for the wedding breakfast, he half expected to find that Ashford’s new wife had seated Abigail next to him. Fortunately he was spared that ordeal. Perhaps she’d taken Ashford’s warning about meddling in the affairs of others to heart after all.

      At least he’d be free from Mary’s well-meaning interference soon. Ashford and his bride were leaving for Brighton tomorrow on their wedding trip. After that, they planned to return to Ashford’s country seat in Suffolk. They wouldn’t be in London again until Parliament was in session next year.

      For the sake of propriety, he offered Abigail a polite nod as he passed her to take his seat. He wanted to ignore her altogether, but others would notice. He wouldn’t ruin Ashford’s wedding day by doing anything to cause a scandal.

      Footmen set out platters of breakfast food along the center of the table. Many of the women gravitated straight to the cakes and other sweets. Cranston intended to enjoy them as well, but first he’d have his fill of the hot rolls, ham, and eggs. It appeared that most of the other men present were also starting with the heartier fare.

      He had to grit his teeth when he heard the sound of Abigail’s laughter. It seemed a cruel twist of fate that he could still pick out the sound in a crowded room after all these years.

      He might not be sitting next to the woman who had broken his heart, but she sat close enough that it was impossible to ignore her presence. She was speaking to Mary and Amelia with great animation.

      He turned to the woman on his left. Ashford’s sister, Lady Benington. He kept his dalliances to widows or mature, unattached women who wouldn’t expect marriage, but that didn’t mean he was above flirting with a married woman.

      Lord Benington slung an arm around his wife’s shoulders, and Cranston barely held back a smirk at the man’s not-too-subtle reminder that the woman with whom he was attempting to distract himself was already married. He needn’t have bothered. Cranston had never knowingly slept with a married woman.

      Lord Benington met his gaze. “Do you have any plans to return to the country? We’ll be departing soon ourselves.”

      No doubt the same could be said for most of the people here, many of whom were still in town because they wanted to wish Ashford well. London would be emptying out soon.

      “I have no immediate plans,” he said before taking a healthy swallow of coffee.

      Most of the guests were drinking either tea or chocolate, but he’d developed a taste for coffee during his time at war, as had Ashford and Lowenbrock. He knew the marquess would be staying in London for a few weeks. But before the summer was over, he’d be heading north to Yorkshire.

      Lord Benington continued. “And you, Lady Holbrook? Will you be remaining in London?”

      He stiffened at the question and turned to look at her. He couldn’t help but wonder why the man would single out Abigail.

      She met his gaze before looking away quickly and bestowing a smile on Lord Benington. “I’ve taken up residence here in London. I have no plans to return to the country.”

      “That makes sense,” Mary said with a nod. “Now that you’re out of mourning, I imagine you’d like to get out and about again. I regret that we won’t be able to spend time together until Ashford and I return to town next year.”

      The man seated to Abigail’s left asked her about her daughter, and Abigail turned to answer the question. Her voice was low, however, and Cranston couldn’t make out her words.

      He’d gone out of his way to avoid any news of the Dowager Viscountess Holbrook. He hadn’t even wanted to think about her since resigning his commission and returning to England last year. He’d seen the new viscount, her husband’s heir, during sessions in the House of Lords, but he hadn’t spoken to the man.

      The young, very handsome viscount whom he believed was close in age to Cranston’s own thirty years. He wondered if the viscount was also staying in London and hated the spark of jealousy that flared to life within him.

      Lady Benington spoke low enough that only he and her husband could hear. “Lady Holbrook is a very lovely woman, and she seems quite pleasant. I’m happy to hear she’s now out of mourning and

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/break-section-side-screen.png





OEBPS/images/heading-swash-ornate-screen.png






This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/suzannamedeiros_thebaronsreturn_ecover_hr.jpg
DINGA 0
M@QIAN IORD

A NOVEL

USA TODAY BESTSELLING AUTHOR

SUZANNA
MEDEIROS





