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Dear Reader,



Do you ever wonder what it would be like to be Cinderella? To go from being a lowly companion to being a wealthy duchess, with men fighting for your hand in marriage? I know Ive thought about it. Ive imagined myself dressed in the finest gown, poised at the top of the ballroom stairs, while below me, everyone marvels at my beauty. Then reality intrudes, and I realize I get nervous when people stare at me, then I get clumsy, and I would probably fall down those marble stairs and knock myself silly.


Reality is overrated.


Which is pretty much what shy Miss Eleanor de Lacy discovers when she changes places with her cousin, Madeline, the duchess of Magnus. Madelines father has lost her in a card game to a rogue by the name of Mr. Remington Knight, so Eleanor travels to London to confront Remington. She finds herself facing a handsome, heartless man who believes her to be the duchess and intends to marry her. He ruthlessly romances her, dresses her in great clothes, takes her dancing every night, and whats worse, Eleanor likes it. She likes him. She wants to keep himand shes lying to him about who she is. Did I say reality was overrated? So is being Cinderella.


I hope you enjoy.
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Chapter 1




London, 1806


The coach belonging to the duchess of Magnus pulled up to the tall house on Berkley Square, and an imposter stepped out.


The imposters long, sturdy traveling cloak covered plain, dark, modest traveling clothes. Like the duchess, she was tall and well-rounded, and she spoke with the duchesss aristocratic accent. Also like the duchess, she wore her black hair smoothed back from her face.


Yet for the discerning eye, the differences were obvious. The imposter had a sweeter, rounder face, dominated by large blue eyes striking in their serenity. Her voice was husky, warm, rich. Her hands rested calmly at her waist, and she moved with serene grace, not at all with the brisk certainty of the duchess. She was slow to smile, slow to frown, and never laughed with glorious freedom. Indeed, she seemed to weigh each emotion before allowing it egress, as if sometime in the past every drop of impulsiveness had been choked from her. It wasnt that she was morose, but she was observant, composed, and far too quiet.


Yes, a knowledgeable person would recognize the differences between the duchess and the imposter. Fortunately for Miss Eleanor Madeline Anne Elizabeth de Lacy, no such person was in London at that moment, with the exception of her groom, her coachmen and footmen, and they were all devoted to her cousin, the real duchess, and to Eleanor, the duchesss companion. They would never betray Eleanors mission.


They would never tell Mr. Remington Knight the truth.




Eleanors heart sank as Mr. Remington Knights stern-faced butler made the announcement into the large, echoing foyer. Her Grace, the duchess of Magnus.


To hear herself presented in such a formal manner made her want to glance about for her cousin. If only Madeline were here! If only she hadnt turned aside from this mission for a more important task!


If only Eleanor hadnt agreed to impersonate her.


At the far end of the room, a liveried footman bowed, then disappeared into an open doorway. He was gone only a moment, then returned and inclined his head to the butler.


The butler turned to Eleanor and intoned, The master is busy, but he will receive you soon. In the meantime, maam, Im Bridgeport. May I take your cloak and bonnet?


Although noon had passed, the mists outside subdued the sunlight into a wash of gray. The light of the candles couldnt illuminate the dark corners of Mr. Knights enormous entry, an entry built to communicate, in the surest way possible, the owners wealth.


Eleanors nostrils quivered with scorn.


Bridgeport jumped a little, as if anticipating her ripping at him as a substitute for his master.


Of course Mr. Knight would take this house; he wanted everyone to know he was rolling in riches. He was, after all, nothing more than an upstart American who dreamed of marrying a title.


Yet the entry was decorated with velvet draperies of evergreen and gold, and with a profusion of cut glass and beveled mirrors in marvelous good taste. Eleanor comforted herself with the thought that Mr. Knight had bought it in this condition and was even now planning to gut it and install gilt in the Chinese fashion, a style fully as vulgar asEleanors mouth quirked with humoras vulgar as was adored by the Prince of Wales himself.


Bridgeport relaxed and returned to his stolid demeanor.


He watched her much too closely. Because he thought she was the duchess? Or because his master had so instructed him?


She removed her bonnet, stripped off her gloves, placed them in the dark bonnet, and handed them to the butler without a trace of outer trepidation. After all, what was the point of showing trepidation? It would merely be another proof that, although Eleanor had traveled across war-torn Europe as the duchesss companion, she hadnt acquired the verve and confidence that characterized Madelines every move. This wasnt from lack of trials; the two women had faced trials aplenty. It was becauseEleanor sighed as she allowed the butler to take her cloakEleanor was born timid. She never remembered a time when her fathers shouting hadnt paralyzed her with fright, or when her stepmothers narrow-eyed glare hadnt had the power to turn her into a bowl of quivering blancmange. Which is why Eleanor cultivated a serene facadeshe might be a coward, but she saw no reason to announce the fact.


If you would follow me, Your Grace, to the large drawing room, I will order refreshments, Bridgeport said. You must be tired after your long journey.


Not so long. Eleanor followed him through the tall door off to the left. I stayed at the Red Robin Inn last night and spent only four hours on the road this morning.


The butlers impassivity slipped, and for a moment an expression of horror crossed his countenance. Your Grace, if I might make a suggestion. When dealing with Mr. Knight, its best not to tell him that you failed to obey his instructions with all speed.


Turning from her contemplation of the elegantly appointed room, she raised her eyebrows in haughty imitation of her cousin and gazed at the butler in a frigid silence.



It must have worked, for Bridgeport bowed. Your pardon, Your Grace. Ill send for tea.


Thank you, Eleanor said with composure. And more substantial refreshments, also. For she suspected Mr. Knight intended to keep her waiting, and it had been five hours since breakfast.


Bridgeport left Eleanor to scrutinize her grandiose prison.


Tall windows let in the timid sunlight, and the candles washed the walls with a pleasant golden glow. Books lined one wall, reaching all the way to the twelve-foot ceiling, and the furniture was stylishly striped in an austere pattern of crimson and cream. The Oriental rug was crystal blue and crimson flowers on a cream background, and crimson roses nodded in the tall blue-and-white Oriental vases. The scent of leather bindings, fresh carnations, and oiled wood blended to create a familiar smell, a smell that seemed to Eleanor to be uniquely British. This room had been created to put a guest at ease.


Eleanor would not relax. Such a lack of vigilance could not be wise, and in truth, when she thought about meeting Mr. Knight, her stomach twisted into knots. But neither would she dance to Mr. Knights tune. He no doubt imagined she would grow more anxious the longer she waited.


Well, she would, but he would never know.


With every appearance of airiness, she wandered to the bookshelves and examined the titles. She found the Iliad and the Odyssey, and sniffed in disdain. Mr. Knight was a barbarian from the Colonies and therefore unschooled. Probably the former owner had left the books. Or perhaps Mr. Knight had acquired the books so he could sniff the richness of their bindings.


Yet a worn title caught her eye, a book by Daniel Defoe. Robinson Crusoe was an old friend, and she reached up, trying to pull it down off the shelf just over her head. She couldnt quite touch the spine, and, glancing about, she found a library stool. Dragging it over, she took the long step up and in triumph retrieved the book.


This book had been read, and read again, for it fell easily to the page where Robinson found Friday. That was Eleanors favorite part also, and she couldnt resist reading the first few lines. And the next few lines. And the next, and the next.


She didnt know what dragged her from the lonely island where Robinson survived and despaired. She heard nothing but experienced a sensation that prickled along her spine like a warm touch caressing her skin. Slowly, with the care of prey beneath a predators survey, she turned her headand met the gaze of the elegant gentleman lounging at the door.


In her travels, she had seen many a striking and charming man, but none had been as handsome as thisand all had been more charming. This man was a statue in stark black and white, hewn from rugged granite and adolescent dreams. His face wasnt really handsome; his nose was thin and crooked, his eyes heavy lidded, his cheekbones broad, stark and hollowed. But he wielded a quality of power, of toughness, that made Eleanor want to huddle into a shivering, cowardly little ball.


Then he smiled, and she caught her breath in awe. His mouthhis glorious, sensual mouth. His lips were wide, too wide, and broad, too broad. His teeth were white, clean, strong as a wolfs. He looked like a man seldom amused by life, but he was amused by her, and she realized in a rush of mortification that she remained standing on the stool, reading one of his books and lost to the grave realities of her situation. The reality that stated she was an imposter, sent to mollify this man until the real duchess could arrive.


Mollify? Him? Not likely. Nothing would mollify him. Nothing exceptwell, whatever it was he wanted. And she wasnt fool enough to think she knew what that was.


The immediate reality was that she would somehow have to step down onto the floor and of necessity expose her ankles to his gaze. It wasnt as if he wouldnt look. He was looking now, observing her figure with an appreciation all the more impressive for its subtlety. His gaze flicked along her spine, along her backside, and down her legs with such concentration that she formed the impression he knew very well what she looked like clad only in her chemiseand that was an unnerving sensation.


Well. She couldnt keep staring at him. She snapped the book shut. In a tone she hoped sounded serene, she said, Mr. Knight, I was indulging myself in your formidable library. Very calm. Immensely civilized. She waved a hand along the wall. You have a great many titles. Inane.


Still he said nothing. He failed to respond to her conversational gambit by word or gesture.


His silence made her lift one shoulder defensively. If he was trying to intimidate her, he was doing a first-rate job. Just when she was going to say something elseshe didnt know what, but something that would crush this beast and his pretensionshe started forward.


At once she realized she had named him correctly. He was a beast. He moved like a panther on the prowl, all smooth and leggyand he prowled toward her. The closer he got, the bigger he seemed, tall and broad at the shoulder. He seemed an element of nature, a rugged mountain, a powerful seaor a beast, a huge, ruthless beast who kept his claws hidden until he chose to use them.


In a moment of panic, the imposter thought, My God, Madeline, what have you let me in for?


Then he was beside her. Eleanor looked down into his face, framed with hair so pale it looked like a halo around his rugged, tanned features, and wondered if he would use those claws on her now.


Slowly, he reached up and wrapped his big hands around her waist. The touch was like the heat of a fire after a long bout of winter. No man ever touched her. Certainly not a beast of such epic proportions, a man of ruthlessness who imagined he could buy his way into the tight-knit heights of English society. Yet he did touch her, pressing his hands into her flesh as if measuring her for fit, and from his expression, he found the fit acceptable. More than acceptable, enjoyable.


And sheher senses absorbed him with an eagerness that left her embarrassed and gratified. She found herself breathing carefully, as if too deep a breath would cause her to spontaneously combust.



The scent of him added to her discomfort. He smelled likeoh, like the crisp, still air at the top of the Alps. Like a cedar grove in Lebanon. Like a man who could give pleasure. and how did she know that? She was as pure as the driven snow, and likely to stay that way to the end of her days.


Men did not wed twenty-four-year-old companions who had no dowry and no chance for one.


Tightening his grip, Mr. Knight lifted her off the stool.


Incredulous, Eleanor dropped the book. Grabbed for it. Almost overbalanced.


The book landed with a thud.


He tipped her body against his.


Reeling and operating totally by instinct, she clutched his shoulders. Shoulders immovable and strong as a boulder in a storm.


Slowly, gradually, he allowed her to slither down him, as if he were a slide and she an artless child. But she didnt feel like a child. She feltshe felt like a woman, confused, overwhelmed, driven by an absurd desire for a man whom she had never before seen. A man she knew to be a scoundrel of extraordinary audacity. She, who had been so careful to steer clear of those very emotions!


Just before her toes touched the floor he stopped her and gazed into her face.


His eyes, she saw, were a pale blue, like chips of frozen sky. They disconcerted her in their directness and lavishly complimented her without him ever saying a word.


She blushed. She knew how very well her fair skin showed color, and she must be positively crimson. Embarrassed, intrigued, and in more danger than shed ever faced in her life, she tried to think what the duchess would do in this instance. But the duchess, direct, brisk and managing, would never find herself in such an iniquitous position.


In the dark, smoky voice of a veteran seducer, he said, Your Grace, welcome to my home. He let her slide down those last few inches and waited, as if to see if she would run away.


Instead, she stepped back with the self-possession of the real duchess.


His hands lingered on her waist before slipping away, and this time his voice contained a razor-sharp edge of menace. I have looked forward to this day for a long, long time.












Chapter 2




Whatever confusion Eleanor had felt on seeing Mr. Knight dissipated. He despised herno, Madelineand Madeline hadnt given her instructions on how to handle him. Madeline had only said that they should switch places, that Eleanor should masquerade as the duchess, and that Eleanor should stall him until Madeline could arrive and straighten out this infernal mess her father, the duke, had created.
	

At the time, Eleanor had thought it a foolish idea. Now she knew it was, for she hadnt the slightest idea how to handle Mr. Knight.


Picking up the book, he looked at the title. Robinson Crusoe. One of my favorite books, also. In fact, this is my copy. He ran his long finger down the leather spine. Its good to know we have something in common.




She wanted nothing in common with this man.


And she worried that he knew it, for he observed her, a cool and handsome man with far too much poise.


Finally, she clasped her hands together at her waist, and by some effort of will managed not to nervously twist her fingers. I dont believe that youve looked forward to meeting me for a long time. You didnt even know of my existence a month ago.


But I did. Ive known of your existence for over eight years, ever since my man of business returned to Boston from England and told me that the duke of Magnus had been blessed with a daughter. A most beautiful daughter. He placed the book back on the shelf, and he didnt need the stool. My man of business did not exaggerate.


Disconcerted, Eleanor said, Wellthank you. Although he was speaking of Madeline, he was looking at her. She knew, without conceit, that she was attractive. One less-than-honorable Englishman, whod seen an opportunity to seduce a pretty girl, had told her she was more handsome than her cousin. But when Mr. Knight gazed at her, that tiny flame his touch had ignited spread through her veins.


That flame, and the attendant warmth, were bad things. Very bad things.


Then he took her arm, cupping her elbow and leading her inexorably toward the small sofa.


How did such a small contact make her feel that this man would sweep everything before him in his determination to possess her?



He seated her, and as he withdrew his hand, she was relievedand worried. Because if Mr. Knight was as ruthless as she suspected, Madeline had no chance against him.


But Madeline had given Eleanor some advice. She had said, Whenever you are in doubt, think, What would Madeline do in this situation? And do it.


Madeline would attempt to take charge. So would Eleanor. Why would you investigate my family?


Because I need a wife.


And there it was. The crux of the matter, the reason Madeline had determined to come to London. Because her father, the duke of Magnus, an inveterate gambler, careless and charming, had wagered Madelines hand in marriage against Mr. Knights fortune, and His Grace had lost.


I imagine you were quite surprised when your father told you you were betrothed. Mr. Knight circled the sofa like a panther circling for the kill.


To me.


Eleanor weighed her words carefully. I had not imagined a betrothal of any kind.


Why not? Mr. Knight purred like a huge cat as it toyed with its prey. Youre a wealthy young woman with an exalted title. Surely it must have occurred to you you would have to wed.


The duchess does not have to wed, Eleanor said with an echo of Madelines haughtiness. She makes her own decisions.


Not any more. That smile, the one that made him look like a dark angel, hovered on his lips. The duchess has me to make those decisions for her.


No. No, this match would never do. This man would make Madeline miserable with his cool assumption of authority and that scorn, which underlay his every word. And Madeline, Eleanor knew, loved another. Mr. Knight would not tolerate that misplaced affection lightly.


I can imagine how you feel, coming into my house under such circumstances. Mr. Knights gaze flicked about the room. I had expected your father would travel with you.


No, the duke is off on his own errands. Or so Eleanor suspected. And if those errands included gambling away the last precious remnant of his daughters inheritance, what did he care? The duke of Magnus was a careless man, inconsiderate of his own daughters health and well-beingand that was why Eleanor found herself here, in Mr. Knights possession, pretending to be someone she was not.


Glancing up at the prowling Mr. Knight, she wanted to be anywhere but here. When shed traveled the Continent with Madeline, shed occasionally found herself in difficult situations. French soldiers had threatened them. Avalanches had almost sent them careening down the Alps. Worst of all, there had been that imprisonment in the harem in Turkey, surrounded by eunuchs and concubines and every sort of dissipation, while shed wondered if they would ever escape. They had done better than that; Madeline had made so much trouble theyd been escorted out of the country.


But none of those situations had held the terrors that being here, alone, with Mr. Knight, held for Eleanor.



Whythe duchess? she asked. Why this family, specifically? What were you thinking?


The future duchess has holdings all over Britain, and a great personal fortune. What was I thinking? I was thinking I would win her. I was thinking I would wed her. I would control her vast fortune and be the father of her large brood of children. Mr. Knight smiled, a slight upturn of his lips, but his eyes warmed not at all. Who wouldnt covet the position of husband to one of Englands richest women?


He sounded absolutely reasonable, and of course men wanted to marry Madeline for just those reasons. But there was something about Mr. Knightthe glint in his eyes, the insolent way he stood, the faint half-smilethat made Eleanor think he was lying.


In a tone that ridiculed, he asked, Yet I must ask why were speaking of the duchess in third person, as if you arent here.


She swallowed. Had she, in her ineptitude, divulged the truth already?


But if she had, he gave no real indication. At the rap on the door, he said, I believe Bridgeport has brought our tea.


Followed by a maid, the butler walked in, as proper and unobtrusive as he had been before. He placed the tea tray before her.


Thank you, Bridgeport, she murmured.


The maid placed a tray of cakes and sandwiches beside that.


Thank you, Eleanor said again.



The girl was an adolescent, new and raw, and wanted to know what Mr. Knights future bride looked like, so she ogled Eleanor as if she had never before seen an aristocrat. Eleanor had witnessed that kind of open examination before, but only toward Madeline. Eleanor had always before been hidden in the corner, the invisible companion.


Bridgeport was about to remonstrate when, with crushing authority, Mr. Knight said, Milly, that will do.


The maid jumped, cast him a frightened glance, curtsied and scurried from the room.


Bridgeport bowed, then in ponderous steps left and shut the door behind them. Shut Eleanor in with Mr. Knight.


Eleanors gaze lingered on the closed door. You didnt need to frighten her.


He stood on the fringe of the carpet, a tall, broad gentleman who dominated the room without effort. She was making you uncomfortable.


That startled Eleanor. Of course it was true, but how had he pierced her serene facade?


More important, why had he taken the trouble to do so?


I take sugar, no cream, Mr. Knight advised.


Eleanor considered the plump china pot, decorated with porcelain blue flowers, a faint gasp of steam slipping from its spout. Two matching cups with their saucers had been placed on doilies beside the pot. The tray was everything that was civilized and normal. Furthermore, she poured tea on a regular basis. Madeline didnt care to, while Eleanor found comfort in the scent, the warmth, the routine. But right now, with all of Mr. Knights attention focused on her, the task became an ordeal. The pot seemed to weigh too much. The cup rattled in the saucer as she picked it up. She tilted the pot, aimed the spout toward the cup


And in that same, smiling, deceptively pleasant voice, Mr. Knight said, I like having a duchess wait on me.


Both of Eleanors hands shook. The hot liquid splashed on her fingers. She dropped the cup. As she reached for it, it shattered against the table. A shard jabbed into her palm.


She yanked her hand back and closed her fingers.


In a rush, he came and knelt beside her. Are you hurt? Did you burn yourself?


No, no, Im fine. She wasnt fine. She was embarrassed. She cultivated the graceful moves of a lady for a reason. She hated making a spectacle of herselfand now her nerves had betrayed her. Please, Mr. Knight, stand up.


For all the notice he took of her, she might not have spoken. Turning her hand to the light, he at once detected the slight cut beneath her little finger, oozing a sullen drop of scarlet blood. Youve cut yourself.


Only a little. She tried to tug her hand back. I was clumsy. I broke your beautiful cup.


To hell with the cup. He pressed his finger lightly on the cut.


She winced.


Youre lucky. Theres nothing in there. Lifting her hand to his mouth, he sucked the small wound.


Shocked, she stared at him. His head bent over her hand, his chiseled features were intent, serious. His mouth was warm, wet, and the suction he used made her feelodd. More animal than human, pain and intimacy mixingnever, ever had a mans mouth touched her on any part, in any way. How, after so short a time, with all the accoutrements of culture around her, had she come to such a pass in Mr. Knights drawing room?


Glancing up, he caught her looking at him. What? Do I scandalize you?


Did he really not realize? Was she expected to explain the matter to him? But no. She couldnt do that. So she grasped at the least of his sins. Hell.


His frozen blue eyes narrowed. What?


You said hell. You said, To hell with the cup. Youre an American. Youre ignorant. Here in England, one doesnt swear in mixed company.


He laughed. It wasnt a pleasant laugh. More of a snort or a bark, unwilling and involuntary. But it was genuine, and for the first time, his eyes warmed. I shall teach you to swear.


No, sir, you will not! But she didnt know if she was replying to his words or his actions. If you continue to curse in society, youll find youre welcome in none of the best homes.


There youre wrong. Pulling out his pristine white handkerchief, he wound it around her hand and tied it securely. As long as I am well dressed, wealthy, and betrothed to the future duchess of Magnus, Im welcome everywhere. Even sought after. I am, in fact, an original.


Ohno.



You sound dismayed. Dont you want me to be acceptable?


Naturally, she didnt want him to be acceptable, to know that the English hostesses were unable to see beneath the surface of his handsome features and wealth to the dangerous beast beneath. But she couldnt admit to such unkind contemplations, so without looking him in the eye, she said, Its not that. Its that when the best hostesses pluck someone to be their new original, they can sometimes drop him as swiftly.


I hold in my palm a guarantee they will not. Lifting her hand to his again, he pressed his lips to the back of her fingers.


This was awful! Awful that he flirted with her. Awful that she relished his attentions. I wish you wouldntcourt me. It makes me uncomfortable.


Taking no notice of her appeal, he remained on his knees before her. In a voice both low and curious, he said, Youre not what I expected.


No, she whispered. I suppose Im not.


Time seemed to slow and stretch. He observed her with intensity, as if she were a songbird he had trapped and would cage forever.


Yet she wasnt the duchess, she was a poor relation who lived in the shadow of her strong-willed cousin and was happy there.


His tone was seductive, his words prosaic. I had my men bring your luggage in.


It took a moment for his words to sink in. Then, desperate to get away from him, she scooted back along the seat. In? Here? Into your house? He retained her hand, and because he did, it seemed as if she dragged him onto the sofa beside her.


Nothing was further from the truth, of course. She could never budge this man without his assent.


Of course, into my house. He sounded mildly surprised.


Why? Merciful heavens, why? What was he expecting of her? Or, more precisely, what was he expecting to do to her?


Where else would you stay?


Iwe have a town house in Chesterfield Street.


You misunderstand. Now that youre here, you cannot leave. He leaned close and whispered, My future wife stays in my housewith me.










Chapter 3




Trapped.


Eleanor was trapped in this mans house. I cant stay here. She shrank from Mr. Knight, from the visions he inspired. Visions of villainous seduction and of social banishment. And beneath it all, a desperate excitement, an excitement that she wouldnt admit to, but it was there nonetheless. If he came to her bedchamber in the dark of night, would she do the proper thing? Would she fight?


In a soft voice, she said, Imunwed.


For the moment. His words, his voice, his gaze made clear his intentions toward heror rather, toward his bride. He intended their marriage to be not one of convenience but one created of passion and tangled emotions. We will be wed. That I promise you.




If she believed that, she wouldnt fight his seduction at all.


Her mouth dropped open at her own lascivious notion.


His eyebrows veed in a demonic scowl. You look stunned. Surely you knew I would wed you, regardless of any obstacle.


Its not that. Its so much worse. In the clear, careful tone of a teacher explaining fractions to an eight-year-old, she said, I dont know how matters are handled in America, but in England, if I stay here with you, my reputation will be ruined regardless of your future intention.


If you stayed here alone, more than your reputation would be ruined. His gaze dropped to her lips, her breasts, and lingered.


Eleanor knew very well her traveling clothes were dark, sturdy and covered every inch of skin up to her throat, but his scrutiny made her want to check her buttons to see if theyd somehow disappeared. Her breasts swelled, and her nipples pressed against her bodice. It was an odd sensation, breathtaking in its boldness, and proved without a doubt she must banish her meekness and demand her freedom! Instead, she could only falter, You meanyou would


Sneak into your bedroom in the dark of night and seduce you? Yes, my darling girl, without a qualm.


She didnt want him holding her hand anymore. Her palms were sweaty.


Thats why I brought you a chaperon. Leaning over, he rang a bell sitting on the table.


Torn between relief and misery, she asked, A chaperon? Are you mad? There isnt a chaperon in the world respectable enough to protect my reputation while I live here.


From the doorway, a merry, feminine voice proclaimed, My dear niece, of course there is.


Eleanor swiveled and gaped.


And here I am! The lady in the doorway stood with arms out to embrace the room. She was short and plump, dressed in a gown of modish lavender, which gave a sheen to her swirl of white hair. My first advice to you, dear Madeline, is that you not hold hands with Mr. Knight while youre alone in a room with him. In fact, until youre married, I would not recommend that you be alone in a room with him at all, for I believe he is a scoundrel of unparalleled guile.


Eleanor closed her fist over the handkerchief that bound her palm, and she rose slowly to her feet. LadyGertrude?


Lady Gertrude bustled in, and in her own indefatigable way, burbled, You remember! It has been too long.


It had been longer than she realized, for Lady Gertrude, the countess of Glasser, was the sister of Madelines mother, and not related to Eleanor at all. Not that the dear lady had refused Eleanor her affection on the rare times theyd met. Quite the contrary. Lady Gertrudes kind heart had embraced Eleanor as surely as it did her own niece.


But now Lady Gertrude would destroy this masquerade before it had even started.


As Lady Gertrude swept forward to embrace the duchess, Remington watched them.



So this was Madeline de Lacy, the marchioness of Sherbourne and the future duchess of Magnus. From his observation so far, she was not the typical English noblewoman. He had been prepared to break her, like a spirited horse who had never worn saddle or bridle. Instead, when he looked at her, he saw a diffident woman without any sense of her own consequence. Her face was gently rounded, with dimples in her cheeks, an indent in her chin, and full, supple lips. She swept her black hair into an unfashionable roll at the back of her head, and if he knew his womenand he didwhen unpinned it would reach to her waist with a natural wave that made a man want to coil his fingers in the living strands. Her body was bound in dark, unsightly clothes, but that camouflage couldnt conceal a generous bosom, and when he had wrapped his fingers around her waist, he had discovered how narrow that waist was, and beneath that, the graceful flare of her hips.


He looked down at his hands and smiled. The feel of her had burned through her petticoats to his flesh, and he thoughtno, he knewthe same flame had licked at her, for shed examined him as if he were wild and unruly.


Ah, if she knew how cold and deliberate his actions, how important she was to his plans, she would be more than wary, she would be frightened. But of course she didnt, nor would he let her know. Not until it was too late for her familyand for her.


She was his. His duchess.


Lady Gertrude had portrayed the relationship between her and her niece as warm, and he thought it must be, for Lady Gertrude was pleasant, kind, and she knew everyone in English society.


Yet his duchess looked aghast to see her aunt.


Dear child, Im so happy that youve returned from the Continent at last. With that dreadful Napoleon marching around, and all his disgraceful soldiers imprisoning good English citizens, I was worried about you andLady Gertrude looked up at his duchess, and her eyebrows roseEleanor


Eleanor glanced over the top of Lady Gertrudes head at Remington, and he clearly saw her swallow. In a rush of words, she said, Eleanor stayed behind this time. Shes quite fatigued from the journey.


Well! Of course. She must be. Lady Gertrude sounded briskand amused. Who wouldnt be fatigued after four years traipsing across every country in Europe? But Eleanors absence makes it an especially good thing Mr. Knight requested I chaperon you. Lady Gertrude leaned up and patted his cheek. Dear boy.


The amazing thing wasshe meant it. She was kindliness personified, and in the five days of his acquaintance, he had developed an affection for Lady Gertrude. She had that way with people. Everybody liked her, even those who found themselves on the wrong side of her very frank tongueas he had. She might have consented to be the young ladys chaperon, she might now be pleasant and caring, but on their first meeting she had made her opinion of this match clear.


In return, he had made his indifference to her opinion clear, and so theyd come to neutral ground, with Lady Gertrude agreeing that she wouldnt interfere with his marriage plans as long as he abided by the rules of her chaperonage.


Seating herself on the sofa, Lady Gertrude tugged Eleanor down beside her. What an extraordinary event has brought you to this moment, eh? What do you think about the duke of Magnus and his latest folly?


On that subject, his duchess spoke decisively. I think its a shame he cant control his urge to gamble long enough to think of his only daughter.


The flash of her eyes startled Remington. Am I so bad a match, then? he asked, and waited with bated breath and ill-concealed humor to hear her thoughts on his self.


Still in that tart tone, his duchess said, I dont know, Mr. Knight, I know nothing about your character. But while perhaps few young women in this day are allowed to wed whom they wish, all at least meet their future husbands before the betrothal is announced. Its a shame that a duchess is denied that privilege.


Exactly my notion! Your sentiments do you honor, dear. Lady Gertrude shot Remington a glance. I thought that Mr. Knight was a victim of his own urge to gamble, also, but now that Ive met him, I suspect he knew exactly what he was doing when he won my niece in a game.


Remington lifted his eyebrows in supercilious innocence.


Lady Gertrude concluded, Hes a dear boy, and a good match.


For whom? his duchess snapped.



Then he would have sworn she bit her tongue. For you, he answered. Only for you.


Sit down, dear boy, Lady Gertrude said. You make me nervous, looming about like a great, leggy brute.


Reflecting he had never been called a great, leggy brute before, he sat on a chair that placed him so he could best view his bride.


Touching the side of the teapot, Lady Gertrude said, I was hoping for a spot of tea, but its cold. She frowned at the shards scattered on the table and the floor. Did you break a cup?


Madeline blushed a miserable red, and hid her injured hand beneath her skirt. I did.


Lady Gertrude blinked. Thats so unlike you! Or at least as I remember you. Ah, well, no use crying over a few pieces of porcelain. Will you ring for more hot water?


With your permission, Mr. Knight, Madeline murmured, lifting the bell.


He gestured his acquiescence. Please. I want you to think of this house as your home now.


II cantthats not possible. I must return home!


He bent his gaze, impressing his will on her. If I have my way, youll never return to your fathers house.


She turned her head away, rejecting him with every movement.


That was fine. He liked a challenge, and this duchess, with her modesty and shyness, tested him. He watched as she rang just loudly enough to bring a footman running. He watched, too, as she spoke to the footman firmly but quietly, like a woman who had been trained to get results without calling attention to herself.


He crossed his legs. Would you ladies be so kind as to enlighten me how Her Grace has so exalted a title when shes as yet unmarried?


Because of Her Majesty, Queen Elizabeth, Lady Gertrude said, as if that clarified everything.


He waited, but when nothing more was forthcoming, he said, I find that so simple an explanation eludes me.


Probably because youre an American. Not that I have anything against Americans. No, not at all. I find them refreshing, with their odd way of speaking and their open manners. Lady Gertrude lifted her lorgnette and peered at him. Although holding my dear nieces hand while unchaperoned is a little too open, may I tell you!


Yes, maam. It was too open in America, also, but he had no intention of admitting that, or that he always pushed every matter as quickly as he could toward its natural conclusionand that conclusion was always predetermined by himself. He was not a man who allowed fate to take its winding path to God-knew-what destination. He shaped his own destinyand now he shaped this young duchesss, too.


One of my ancestors was lady-in-waiting to Queen Elizabeth, and she saved Her Majestys life. In gratitude, Her Majesty granted a dukedom to the lady, one which of course always comes to the eldest son, if there was onebut if a daughter is the firstborn, then the title falls to her. Madeline spoke slowly, choosing her words as if she considered every syllable, and her voice sounded likelike heartbreak.


And what had the future duchess of Magnus to be heartbroken about? She was born to privilege and wealth, and hed learned only too well the way English aristocrats dealt with those they considered to be their inferiors. Nothing got in their way. No ethics held them back. They thought nothing of ruinor murder.


Yet he would get his revenge, and in the end poor Madeline would know the true meaning of heartbreak.


He allowed none of his thoughts to appear on his face. In a properly respectful tone, he asked, Such a title is very rare, is it not?


My family is the only one to be so blessed, Madeline answered. But no one could gainsay the will of Queen Elizabeth.


A strong woman, he said. Not like this meek, impressionable girl.


Oddly, she shot him a hurt glance. He would almost have thought shed read his mind.


So, although it felt a little like kicking a puppy, he pressed his advantage. As long as your fathers alive, you arent yet the duchess. All that deference isnt truly warranted, is it?


In an oppressive tone, Lady Gertrude said, My niece is the marchioness of Sherbourne and the future duchess, a position that warrants great respect among the ton. She is, in fact, frequently called Her Grace, and given all the privileges of her future rank.



He had been soundly rebuked, and he bowed his head in recognition of a worthy adversary.


Whether or not he gives me the respect due to a duchess is of no importance, Madeline said with a flick of scorn. Americans are not impressed with the aristocracy, or so they claim. One hopes, however, Mr. Knight behaves with suitable courtesy to other women he encountersin all walks of life.


Yes, Lady Gertrude had rebuked him, but it was the contempt from his future wife that stung. Ill do my best not to embarrass you.


Do your best not to embarrass yourself, she said with icy composure. Now here is Bridgeport with our tea.


The butler entered with a clean tea tray, a new pot of tea, and the maid, who carried a fresh platter of biscuits and cakes. This time Milly didnt make the mistake of staring at the duchess, but with a nervous glance at Remington, quickly deposited the platter and departed.


Madeline considered him reproachfully.


What had she expected him to do? Allow a little chit of a maid to stare? Sometimes, he didnt understand women.


But worse, sometimes he did.


She picked up the pot, and this time her hand was quite steady. She poured for him, for Lady Gertrude, and for herself.


When she was finished, Lady Gertrude indicated the handkerchief still wrapped around Madelines palm. What have you done?


A small injury, Madeline said. Nothing more.


Rising, he came as if to get his tea. Instead, he took her hand in his, unwrapped it, and examined the mark. You should be careful in my house. There are dangers here, and I dont want you hurt.


Her gaze flew to his. Her lips parted, and again she looked properly anxious.


What a dichotomy she was! She seemed timid until he spoke derisively of her title, and then she spoke in an icy ferocity. A few minutes later, with a few words artfully couched to sound like a threat, he once again reduced her to diffidence.


If he was not careful, this woman would fascinate him.


Taking his cup, he returned to his chair. On Lady Gertrudes advice, I have accepted invitations on our behalf to a number of parties.


Madeline sat up straight, and her hand went to her throat. You didnt!


So. At last she showed the snooty behavior hed expected. She didnt want to be seen in public with him. He stirred his tea. No doubt you object because you didnt bring the proper clothing.


Taking a relieved breath, she grasped onto the lifeline he had thrown her. Yes! Thats why!


Coolly, he yanked it from her hands. I have a seamstress waiting to fit you into the gowns worthy of my wife.


You cantI cantthat wouldnt be proper. She turned to Lady Gertrude. Would it, maam?


Lady Gertrude frowned at him. You didnt tell me you had taken the liberty of getting Madeline clothes.


I thought you would object, and I find it easier to ask forgiveness than beg permission. An explanation that covered many sins. For the next few nights, well be attending parties all over London, being introduced as the duchess and her most devoted fianc.


Oh. Madeline scarcely breathed the word.


He could have sworn this new development horrified her more than any of the rest of the shocks that had come before. How much he would enjoy dragging the little snob about on his arm, forcing her to face Londons hostesses with a smile.


But this week held more and bigger shocks for
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