
  
    [image: The Meddling Duke]
  


  
    
      
        
        The Meddling Duke

        Copyright © 2025 by Rogue Press. All rights reserved.

        Published by Rogue Press

      

      

      All rights reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any form by any means—except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles or reviews—without written permission.

      This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously and are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, organizations, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

      This e-book is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This e-book may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each reader. If you are reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, please return to your favorite retailer and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of the author.

      Stay in touch through the C. N. Jarrett newsletter!

    

  


  
    
      The Meddling Duke

      A COLLECTION OF CLEAN REGENCY ROMANCE SHORT STORIES

      
        DAZZLING DEBUTANTES

      

    

    
      
        C. N. JARRETT

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Rogue Press]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        
          Miss Honeyfield and the Guest

        

        
          
            Prologue

          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Epilogue

          

          
            Afterword

          

        

      

      
        
          Mrs Thorne and the Secret

        

        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Epilogue

          

          
            Afterword

          

        

      

      
        
          Miracle on St James Street

        

        
          
            Prologue

          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Epilogue

          

          
            Afterword

          

        

      

    

    
      
        About the Author

      

      
        Also by C. N. Jarrett

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Miss Honeyfield and the Guest

          

          DAZZLING DEBUTANTES PREQUEL

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Oh, sweet sorrow to recall the blood one has lost.

      

      

      

      A gust of wind grabbed hold of Lord John Pettigrew’s beaver and flung it back before he could react. Spinning on his heel, he gave chase as it skittered down the street he had just exited. The hat had been a gift from his older brother, whom he had not seen in some time, and it was too valuable to him to allow it to escape. It came to a stop on the filthy London roadway, but John was determined, grimacing at the unmentionable things that would need to be brushed—nay, scrubbed—off the expensive piece.

      As he bent over to pick it up, a door opened nearby and a pair of polished Hessians stepped out of Hatchards bookshop and into his peripheral vision, causing him to stumble off-balance. A large gloved hand shot out to steady him as John tried to find leverage while grabbing for the brim of the headpiece. The man holding him up was strong, preventing John from sprawling face-first in a ripe pile of horse manure currently gracing the dirty street cobbles.

      Once he had regained his balance, John straightened, much more gracefully than he had folded over, to thank the man for his hasty intervention.

      “Pettigrew?”

      John looked up into a familiar face. “Halmesbury! I mean … Your Grace.” He sank into a bow.

      The young duke snorted. “Do not be ridiculous, John. If you insist on ‘your gracing’ me, I will have no choice but to ‘milord’ you, so let us behave like old school chums who have just been reacquainted after some years apart, shall we?”

      John smiled. Halmesbury was as modest as he remembered from their Oxford days, which was a pleasant discovery. Since his father had disinherited him, demonstrating implicitly that John was the unnecessary spare, many of the peers he had considered friends had shunned him.

      He no longer had a generous quarterly allowance, he was no longer connected to a marquess, and horror of horrors, he now wrote for a living. Worse, he made a living instead of being an indolent second son living off his father’s fortune.

      “It is good to see you, Halmesbury. And thank you for catching me.” John gestured at the offensive pile.

      “What are you doing right now, Pettigrew? Do you have time to accompany me to a coffee shop so we can catch up?” the duke queried in his deep baritone as he released John to swipe errant bronze strands from his own face. John’s smile widened. The duke had always worn his hair a little long and was perpetually sweeping it back with his hand. Lord, it was good to see his broad, friendly face again.

      “You drink coffee, Your Gr—Halmesbury?”

      “Of course, Pettigrew, with a good book. I am not much for the hard stuff, friend.”

      John smiled and nodded in agreement. They both turned in the same direction to make their way to the nearby coffee shop, clearly in one mind about the exceptional quality of that particular establishment.

      While John settled onto a crudely carved bench, the duke dropped down across the scarred tabletop onto his own bench. He topped John’s five feet eleven by at least six extra inches, and he was broader of frame, so the seating was more awkward for Halmesbury. The duke took several moments to settle into a comfortable position.

      “So tell me, John, why have I not seen you in so long? It must be four to five years since we last met?”

      John’s heart grew heavy in his chest as disappointment flooded him. Did the duke not know about his scandalous behavior? Would he see the man’s expression grow cold when he explained his current circumstances? Pensively, he stared at Halmesbury for some moments, breathing in the aroma of roasted coffee beans and taking in the chatter of the other patrons.

      “The marquess cut me off.”

      “What?” The duke looked flabbergasted. “Why would he do such a thing? You were always such a good … Why? When?”

      “Back in 1814, he purchased me a commission. Unbeknownst to him, I had written a novel that had just been accepted by a publisher. When he told me of the commission, I informed him of my decision to pursue a career in writing, and we … had words.”

      John winced at this understatement. More like a holy war that had raged for weeks as his father had flung accusations of cowardice and ingratitude, followed by tirades about not knowing one’s place in the world … John severed the torturous thoughts. Even years later, the memories were still raw and painful. It was fortunate he had Dinah Honeyfield in his life to sweeten his sentiments and relieve the pain of losing his family.

      “A novel, you say?” To his surprise, the duke’s expression reflected interest, not disdain.

      “Yes. The marquess accused me of being a coward for shirking my duty and threw me out. I have been writing ever since.” John added the extra information as if some compulsion drove him to challenge the duke to reject him. He preferred not to prolong their meeting and instead reach the inevitable outcome quickly.

      “Truly? What have you written?” The duke’s interest did not appear to wane.

      “A novel, two volumes of poetry, and I write articles for The Gentleman’s Magazine.”

      Halmesbury looked astonished. “Incredible … I never knew you had such an interest in writing.”

      “As the second son of an important noble, I was trying to learn my place. But I reached the day I could no longer deny my passion for the written word, and I had to pursue it.”

      The duke mulled this over, no sign of rejection or contempt yet evident. “That sounds like a terrible sacrifice to have made.”

      John struggled to follow his meaning. After a few seconds, he pointed to himself. “You mean me?”

      The duke tilted his head in assent.

      John bobbed his head in astonishment. “You think I sacrificed?”

      “Of course. The easy path would have been to bow to your father’s desires and take the commission you did not want, would it not? As the son of a marquess, you likely would have been assigned something in administration if you had wished it, thus never experiencing a moment of danger during your service.”

      John pondered his remarks. “Well, I do not know what to say. You are the first to view it that way.”

      The duke frowned in confusion. “What do you mean? How has it been viewed?”

      “That I am a coward for not donning the scarlet coatee. That I was avoiding my duty. Not to mention the scandal of being engaged in a disreputable career and turning my back on centuries of noble tradition.”

      “Other members of polite society may not hold honest work in high esteem, but I do. And avoiding your duty was not the impetus for your decision, was it?”

      “Well … no.”

      “Then, pish, art is important. It inspires men to dream, to aspire to new heights. Mayhap, to dream of new solutions that do not involve cutting men down in battle and leaving widows and orphans to fend for themselves. As I see it, you took a risk. You walked away from a life of certain luxury to forge your own path and do what was right for you. Are you a good writer? Do you have something meaningful to contribute?”

      “I like to think so.”

      “Well, then, there you go. You are not a coward, but a brave man to face the unknown.”

      John stared at the duke for several seconds, steady gray eyes staring right back at him. They both lifted their coffees to take a sip and grimace at the bitter beverage. It was an acquired taste. By all appearances, Halmesbury was intimately acquainted with the intricacies of coffee-drinking. John dropped his gaze to stare down into his cup before raising his head to break the silence.

      “And you, Halmesbury? What have you been up to?”

      “I married⁠—”

      “Congratulations!”

      “And was widowed.”

      John winced. “Oh! I am so sorry, friend.”

      “So am I, Pettigrew, so am I. The duchess was a beautiful young woman and taken from the world far too soon.”

      “Zooks! Halmesbury, that is terrible. Losing my family left a hole in my soul, a metaphysical wound that will never fully heal. They are my blood … but it seems trivial compared to losing your wife … Deuce it, listen to me running off at the mouth! My apologies, Your Grace, and my condolences.”

      “Thank you and not at all. It is a pity, and unnecessary, that this happened to you, and I understand the desire to vent to an old friend.”

      “You were always a good listener, Halmesbury. I am glad to find you unchanged in that regard.”

      The duke’s face fell for a moment, his eyes haunted as he looked away. “Would it be, friend, would it be.”

      John suppressed a shiver as his writer’s eyes glimpsed into the other man’s soul, straight to some undisclosed, festering wound. A moment later the duke smiled, composed once more, as if he had not a care in the world. John’s heart squeezed to realize that his old friend was masking great pain, and he, John, had not the means to alleviate it.

      “Now, tell me, Pettigrew, how can I be of assistance?”

      John’s head bobbed up in surprise at the change in subject. “Truly?”

      Halmesbury gave a nod.

      “Well … I make my regular income from The Gentleman’s Magazine. If you would grant me an interview⁠—”

      The duke winced. “Egads, John, anything but that! I hate being in the public eye! You know that … dash it …” John stayed silent while the duke appeared to consider it. “All right, I will allow an interview, but the article will be about my philanthropic work, to promote charitable causes, mind you. That is the only subject I am willing to discuss in a publication.”

      John nodded as he reached into his burgundy tailcoat to pull out a fresh, leather-bound notebook and a graphite pencil. He had just purchased both the items at his favorite stationer that morning, which now turned out to be fortunate timing.

      “Then tell me about this charitable work?”

      “Let me see … I guess it all began when my housekeeper, Mrs. Thorne, approached me to discuss the Halmesbury Home for Children …”
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        * * *

      

      It was early the following morning when John came to be seated across from his editor while the balding, old man scanned the pages covered in John’s, admittedly untidy, scrawl.

      Mr. White was a scrawny figure filled with nervous energy, who frequently sought his eyeglasses as he chewed on the end of a cheap cigar. The eyeglasses were usually clamped onto his head, resting on the top of his balding pate in a steely embrace, so John could not understand why the editor did not feel the tight grip of the arms pressing against his skull. He had diplomatically withheld the urge to point them out when the man had scurried around searching for them just moments ago because he had learned his lesson during their very first meeting, when Mr. White had been affronted by John pointing to his missing eyeglasses.

      John now knew to never point them out unless specifically asked to by this cantankerous major of the magazine’s writing troops.

      Mr. White had finally discovered them and was currently reading the article John had prepared the day before.

      “Halmesbury? The reclusive duke? How did you get an interview with him?” Mr. White’s questions were tossed across the desk of haphazard papers and semi-organized chaos.

      “I attended Oxford with him.”

      “Outstanding … but why this dissertation on the import of charitable works?”

      “It was the only topic he was willing to discuss. He made some interesting points, and I believe our readers will be enthralled to hear from the duke in any capacity.”

      “True, true …” Mr. White finished skimming the pages and looked up, fixing his beady eyes on John. “This is good. I think we will print it in the August issue of The Gentleman’s Magazine. The readers will eat it up. Well done, Pettigrew. I knew your connection to the peerage would eventually benefit our modest establishment.”

      John smiled in appreciation. Writing for a publication was not his first choice, and White was difficult to please, but the assignments provided him with a livelihood so he could continue to work on publishing his own words.

      He anticipated that this unprecedented article with the notoriously private, but powerful, peer would garner positive attention for him as the author of the piece. If he played his cards right, it might lead to one day securing a wealthy patron, which would be very helpful for his future plans to woo the lovely Dinah Honeyfield. Encountering Halmesbury the day before had been a boon in more ways than one.
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        Demented fool, lost in his thoughts;

        worlds to explore, battles to be fought.

      

      

      Miss Dinah Honeyfield was angry. Nay, not angry. Very angry. Not at her father, who had just informed her that they would soon be leaving for Bath on a husband hunt.

      Nay, Dinah was not angry with Papa. She was angry with the procrastinating, infuriating, frustrating, confounding, charismatic, artistic, devastatingly handsome Lord John Pettigrew! This was his fault for not coming up to scratch. She knew he had feelings for her. He must!

      They spent all their time together, shared many interests, partook in lively debates, threw persistent longing glances at each other, and yet Papa’s infernal houseguest never gave any indication that he would court her! Not one sign. Not in four long years. It was beyond the pale, and she was not going to allow it to continue one moment longer while her father dragged her cross-country to meet other inferior men.

      Dinah stormed into the library, banging the door open to find the reprobate seated at his customary writing desk with a quill poised over paper. “John!”

      His lean figure jerked in surprise as he turned to look at her. She stormed up to the desk to stand over him. Arms akimbo, she hoped she struck an intimidating pose. At an even five feet, it was hard to be taken seriously. She wished she had grown taller so she might face off more effectively with the idiot men in the Honeyfield household.

      “My father is taking me to Bath to find a husband! What do you intend to do about it?”

      John’s narrow face blanched before he composed himself. “Do?”

      “Do not you pretend you know not of what I speak, Lord John Fitzgerald Pettigrew!”

      He winced when she clipped out his full name. Good. Now he knew he was in trouble.

      “Dinah, calm yourself. Take a seat and explain what you want of me.”

      “No!” His eyes widened at her commanding tone.

      “You will do something about this! About us!” Dinah grasped the lapel of his navy tailcoat and yanked him forward to plant a clumsy kiss on his firm, sculpted mouth. He froze, then grasped her by the forearms to set her back.

      “Dinah, what is this? What are you doing?”

      “I am declaring my intentions! I have waited four long years, and I will not wait four more seconds.” She stepped forward to once again press her inexperienced lips against his. Fortunately, he was seated, so she could reach them. As she brought her hands up to his shoulders, she leaned into him. She had no idea what she was doing, but she liked the feel of his warm lips. Lips she had imagined touching with hers on a thousand restless nights, and it felt good to finally be⁠—

      John groaned before lifting his arms to embrace her, pulling her closer as his mouth moved against her own. She sighed in relief when she felt him respond. She stopped breathing in delighted suspense as his hands stroked down her back, awakening a trail of tingling sensation⁠—

      He suddenly wrenched back. “Dinah, stop!”

      “Why? I have waited so long for this. You must talk with my father, declare your intentions, so we may finally be together.”

      John moved her firmly away before standing up to tower over her. He was so … so … too tall!

      “I cannot.”

      “But why? We are meant to be together. You feel it, too. I know you do!”

      “Dinah, I am a lowly writer who does not even own his own home. I live as a houseguest here in your father’s house and work hard to save so that I may one day be a man of consequence. Currently I am not, and I do not have the means to support a wife and family.”

      Dinah’s hopes rose. He was interested in courting her. This unseemly delay was about wealth and standing!

      “John, I am the only child of a wealthy merchant. I am an heiress! Coin is not an obstacle to us being together. Papa adores you, and you are the second son of a marquess. Offer for me and he will agree, I am certain.”

      “No, Dinah.”

      “But why not? I do not care about money. I care about you, you stupid man. I would live on your writer’s wages if needs must. Anything to be with you. We belong together, John⁠—”

      “Dinah, I said no.” John’s tone was steely and certain. Her rush of bravado that had led her to confront him in the library withered and slowly died away. It was the expression on his face. He was resolute in his denial, and he did not look like a man who could be persuaded to consider her proposal.

      “I admire you, Dinah, but I have my pride. I cannot let my wife be responsible for my income. I must make my own way. Prove myself. If I do not, my fathe—” He broke off, then said more firmly, “I must make my own way.”

      “But, John, I … we …”

      “I cannot bring you down in this world. I cannot be the man who lowered your station.”

      “It will be all right, J⁠—”

      “Dinah Honeyfield, do not make me spell this out.”

      “But—”

      “Dinah, there is no we. I will not be a fortune hunter, so you will have to accompany your father to Bath, as he has planned.” John gentled his tones, but the words stung nevertheless.

      Her heart cracked in her chest when she comprehended with dismay that John was refusing her advances. She had gambled her pride, her dignity, for nothing. Lord John Pettigrew had no intention of ever pursuing her because he wanted to earn the worthless respect of a father who did not even recognize him.

      Tears pricked her eyes as she tried to think of what to say, but words would not come. He cared more about his hubris than he did about her. She turned away, seeking the door before she embarrassed herself further by weeping in front of the man she loved … who did not love her. At least … not enough.

      Blazes! Was there a dignified way to end the conversation, or should she simply pick up her skirts and run?

      Run! She stumbled toward the door as the tears welled up and flowed down her cheeks.

      “Dinah!” he called out to her, but she did not respond. She needed to escape.
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        * * *

      

      When Dinah rushed out of the library in a flounce of ivory lace and skirts, John was left standing at his favorite writing desk in a mild state of shock, his heart racing with both unleashed excitement and guilt. He raised his fingers to where Dinah had pressed her warm mouth against his. He had thought to never have an opportunity to kiss her rose-colored lips. Now he could still feel the press of those lips as his glorious muse departed, and shame assailed him for bringing her to tears.

      He wished he could do as she asked. He had thought about offering for her a thousand times, but there were no circumstances in which it felt right. He was not penniless, but he did not have very much. He would have even less if not for the generosity of Mr. Honeyfield these past years, who had welcomed him as a houseguest after first reading John’s works and meeting with him.

      Little had either man realized that John would, in effect, take up permanent residence in the merchant’s lavish Mayfair home. However, it was the only possible outcome after that first evening when he had been invited for dinner and a young Dinah Honeyfield had entered the room. He could only describe it as an attraction at first sight that had swiftly grown into admiration, then love.

      A petite redhead with soulful gray eyes, fine features, and a fiery, humorous temperament, Dinah had quickly become his muse. She was a tidal wave, dragging him under with the power and force of her personality. He was fascinated, bewitched, and enslaved, which was why he had remained in the Honeyfield home.

      Now, somehow, four years had slipped by as John had enjoyed her company and restrained his passion. Apparently, Mr. Honeyfield had finally grown impatient with her lack of suitors, a situation of Dinah’s own causation, for she likely discouraged the men who surely flocked to the feisty beauty. Taking her to Bath to hunt fresh grounds was an astute move by the crafty merchant, but for John, it was devastating news. He had barely had time to process his shock before she had hurled herself into his arms and pressed her soft, plump lips to his. Lips he had dreamed every night for years.

      Now his beloved’s luminous gray eyes were filled with tears that he had caused.

      I have to set this right!

      Their feelings for each other were now out in the open, and there could be no turning back. He would either have to find a way to offer for Dinah immediately, or he would be forced by the discomfiture between them to depart the Honeyfield home.

      His heart felt heavy in his chest at the thought of leaving the Honeyfields. He knew he would regret every moment of every day for the rest of his life if he walked away without making an effort to win her.

      There must be a way to move forward.

      He could no longer wait for the article on Halmesbury to be published. August was months away, and his hopes that it would provide an opportunity would not be realized soon enough to address the current situation. He needed to find a patron who would agree to a long-term commitment. And very soon. Immediately, in fact.

      But he no longer had connections, and he did not have many published works to his name because he spent most of his time writing for The Gentleman’s Magazine, which was his only regular income source. John shook his head in dismay at the thought of another man claiming Dinah in marriage before he could announce his intentions. There must be a way. Else fate was a cruel mistress without mercy to have presented him with his heart’s desire, only to hold her beyond his reach!

      He racked his brain until an idea struck him. The solution seemed painfully obvious in retrospect. Mayhap he did have one connection he might yet approach?
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        Tempest, sharpened voice, correcting course;

        new explorations of character and choice.

      

      

      The following afternoon, the duke’s butler answered the door at Markham House. Once John had produced his calling card to the slim older man with the unusually hoarse voice, the butler inspected it carefully, bowed, and then left him standing alone in the hall. This was promising. It appeared Halmesbury had not left for his country seat to summer in Wiltshire but was still in residence in London, to John’s great relief. It was as though fate was in his favor today.

      Shortly, he was shown down a grand hall bedecked with oil paintings framed in ornate gilt, and then into the duke’s study, where an eclectic collection of objets d’art was on display. It appeared that the Markham ancestors were well traveled, as he spied African masks among the books on the ample walnut shelving, along with French ormolu clocks and Italian marble statuary.

      “Pettigrew, come in, friend! Have a seat, but I do not have much time to talk as I have an important appointment I must leave for.” The duke consulted a fine gold pocket watch and then spoke with his butler about his arrangements.

      John held his breath, hoping he could speak with Halmesbury, yet anxious about a possible delay and uneasy about asking the man for help. His nerve might fail him if he was forced to wait. His daring in paying this call still astonished him.

      Finally, the duke turned back to him after dismissing the butler. “I think I can spare an hour before I must leave. Will that be sufficient?”

      John’s spirits rose. He gave a nod and walked forward to take his place on one of the plush red upholstered armchairs positioned before Halmesbury’s elaborate mahogany desk. His eyes fell to three familiar leather-clad volumes stacked on the edge. It appeared that the duke had purchased his novel and poetry since they had last seen each other.

      Halmesbury took his own seat as he followed the direction of John’s eyes. “This is most fortuitous timing, old chap. I confess I went directly to Hatchards and ordered all your books when we parted ways at the coffeehouse. I just completed the second volume of your poems.”

      “I see that,” John replied.

      “I can now confirm that you are a good writer. Nay, an excellent writer and exceptional poet!”

      John averted his eyes in embarrassed silence. He was not accustomed to receiving unfettered admiration, but Halmesbury had always been a generous man, even in their youth.

      “I thought about what you said, Pettigrew, as I read your words. You made the right decision when you followed your dreams, despite how difficult it may have made your life. The soul of an artist cannot cut men down in battle without leaving an indelible stain. If you had accepted the commission in 1814, you might have been shipped out to fight at Waterloo in 1815 after Napoleon’s escape
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