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Prologue



The tiny attic room stank of sweat and blood. The midwife had opened the door to ease the stifling heat, but the ensuing draft barely made the flame on the single stubby candle flicker. The mewling and fidgeting of the newborn babe in the midwifes arms broke the heavy silence and added burden to the grief that weighed on them all.

By the doorway of the closet-sized chamber, the vicar waited and watched, as patient as death. Miranda tried not to look at him, tried not to be reminded that Lettie would not live to see the sunrise.

She sat on the floor beside the pallet under the eaves, holding Letties limp hand in her own. Her friend looked so pale, so weak. Not at all like the vibrant, brilliant Lettie who had returned from London only months before, bursting with health and expectations for her unborn child. Oh, the plans she had spoken of, the grand schemes for raising her baby and seeing that he or she took his or her rightful place in society.

Gone now. They would never come to pass.

Miranda swallowed past the lump in her throat, then leaned closer as Lettie slowly turned her head on the pillow. Her blue eyes, always so stunning, no longer sparkled with life. The roses had gone from her cheeks, leaving them waxen. Her lovely blond hair was dark with sweat and clung to her scalp.

Letties fingers fluttered in Mirandas, and she opened her mouth, but no sound came forth.

Hush now. Miranda swept a hand over Letties damp brow and tried to summon a reassuring smile. You need to rest.

Lettie gave a knowing chuckle, half laugh and half sob. Her voice came finally, thready and frail. Liar. I am dying, Miranda.

No. Panic streaked through her veins. To speak of death so easilythat made it all the more real. There had been too much loss in Mirandas life already. She could not accept more. Would not. You must get better, raise your son.

A son. Letties lips curved ever so slightly. Wylde would have liked that.

Shhh. Miranda brought her friends hand to her cheek. So cold. Already Letties flesh took on the aspect of death. She struggled for the strength to maintain her composure. Falling to pieces would not help Lettie. Do not speak of that man. He does not deserve a single thought from you.

Lettie curled her fingers around Mirandas. You must take care of my son.

Nonsense. You will be here to see that he grows up properly.

Miranda. Letties voice strengthened, and just for a moment she seemed to be her old self, all confidence and dazzling ideas. Listen now. The sternness faded from her tone, and she took a shaky breath. I am dying. I can feel the life slipping away from me.

No. Miranda shook her head in vehement denial. I cannot lose you, Lettie.

Be practical. Letties voice faded to a whisper. Take care of my son, Miranda. Take care of my James.

James. Tears stung her eyes, and she blinked them back. A lovely name.

Letties eyelids drifted shut. My fathers name.

Letties fingers weakened their clasp, and Miranda bit hard into her lower lip, holding back the sob that threatened to choke her. Lettie was fading before her eyes. In a moment she would be gone.

Just like everyone else.

Miranda bowed her head over their clasped hands and let the tears fall at last, streaming down her cheeks in silent tribute to her friend.

Letties fingers tightened again. Mira.


Miranda jerked her head up, met Letties gaze. The nickname nearly tore away the last of her self-control. Lettie. I thought

Soon. Her lips curved again. So impatient, Mira. Even rushing me to the grave.

I am not, of course I am not! I do not want you to go, Lettie. The sob finally burst from her throat, smashing the dam of her restraint. Grief flooded through her, stealing the strength from her limbs. Whatever shall I do without you?

You will take care of my son. Letties gaze never wavered. Make certain he gets what he deserves. A place in society with his father. Swear to me.

Yes, yes, I swear. Miranda nodded, willing to promise anything, do anything.

You will go to London. Collect the dowry your mother left for you with Thaddeus.

I will.

Use it well. Make a life for yourself.

Yes, Lettie.

I can count on you to do what is right, my dear Mira. Lettie smiled again, and her lips were still curved when she closed her eyes and breathed her last.

Miranda sat frozen by her bedside. She waited for Lettie to open her eyes again, to laugh at the joke. But Lettie remained silent and peaceful in her death, and the fingers Miranda continued to hold grew lax.


She heard a rustle of clothing and then the vicar was beside her. He laid a hand on her shoulder. She is gone.

No. The sound was more croak than word. Miranda clasped Letties hand tighter. She cannot be gone. Not so quickly.

She is at peace. He took Letties hand from Mirandas and laid it gently across the still body of the deceased. I am sorry. You must let me see to her now.

Miranda nodded, her shoulders slumped, watching as the vicar bent his head and prayed. For a moment it felt as if she again sat at the bedside of her mother, gone just over a year ago now. She supposed she should feel comfort from the familiar rituals of death, but the truth was, she hated them. How was it she always lost the people she loved?

She had never known her father. He had gotten her mother with child and then, upon hearing the news of her condition, dismissed her with a healthy financial settlement. Her mother, once the great actress Fannie Fontaine, had lived the rest of her life in obscurity, and once the money ran out, had no choice but to eventually become a prostitute at the tavern where Miranda still liveduntil the drink finally killed her.

Lettie had also worked at the tavern, but as a barmaid, not a whore. Before her death, Fannie had seen potential in the girl and sent her to her friend Thaddeus in London, who arranged for a career on the stage. Months later Lettie returned to the tavern, having enjoyed some success as an actress but abandoned by her lover when she had gotten with child. Hoping for advice from Fannie, who had suffered the same fate, Lettie had instead discovered Fannie was dead.

With Lettie having nowhere else to go, Miranda had offered to her a place in her tiny attic room at the tavern until the child was born. Even though Miranda now had to serve ale at the tavern to pay for the extra foodin addition to her long days writing the memoirs of wealthy Mrs. Etherington, and her evenings ciphering the taverns accountsshe felt she could not do otherwise. She could not escape the thought that if someone had helped Fannie in her time of need, maybe her own life would have been different.

But now Lettie was gone, and Miranda had no idea what she would do next. The burial, of course. And then back to her solitary life. Always alone.

A wail rent the air, jolting Miranda from her memories. The midwife jiggled the howling baby. There, there, little man, she cooed. Well find something for you to eat.

With the baby cradled in her arms, the midwife came to stand before Miranda. Youll be needing a wet nurse for this one, she said. Or goats milk. But the lad has to eat. She leaned forward and placed the squalling infant in Mirandas arms before she could think to protest.

Will you be raising the boy then? The vicar turned from Letties bedside. With his mother dead, I expected to take him to the orphanage.

Not the orphanage. Her arms tightened around the child, and she instinctively rocked him, calming his cries. I promised Lettie.

The vicar raised his brows. It will not be an easy path, with no husband to provide for you.

Miranda glanced at Letties pale, still form, then down at the baby. His little face was scrunched up in fury, fists clenched as he wailed his displeasure. He was so tiny. So helpless.

And hers now.

She looked up at the vicar and braced for an objection. I intend to do what she asked of me.

To her surprise, he simply nodded, his face solemn. Very well. I will pray for you.

I will manage. I always do. She glanced down at the child again, her heart already unfurling with love. Do not fret, little James, she whispered. Miranda is here to make everything right.








Chapter 1



He had carried Michael out of many a tavern, but he had never expected to be carrying him to his grave. Not so soon.

Thornton Matherton, Duke of Wyldehavencalled Wylde by the few who knew him bestshouldered the coffin of his dead friend as it slid from the hearse. As the personage of the highest rank, he had been given the post at Michaels head, with WulfEdwin Warrell, Earl of Harwulfon the other side. Kit and Darcy, a viscount and an impoverished earl, respectively, bore the burden in the middle. How fitting that the four of them, friends since their school days, should be the ones to bring Michael to his final resting place. Michaels younger brothers, William and Peter, hefted the foot of the coffin.

They began to walk toward the entrance of Michaels parish church. Every step Wylde took, every crunching footfall on the dry earth, echoed like a drumbeat in his head. The scent of burning wax and flowers wafted from the doorway of the church and reached his nose before he had ascended all the steps. Sickly familiar, memory struck him like a staff across the knees, and his booted foot caught on the top step. He caught himself just in time to prevent the coffin from sliding back down the steps. Wulf steadied the box, then sent him a warning look.

Wylde inwardly flinched from the unexpected censure but took pains to assure that his expression of solemnity never wavered. A duke never revealed weaknessor his emotionsto anyone. And the fact that his heart screamed in grief was no ones business but his own.

But death, and the trappings of it, slid through his defenses like a well-placed dagger through the ribs, tearing at his insides and leaving him bleeding. It seemed only moments ago that he had stood by Felicitys elaborate coffin as she had been laid to rest in the family crypt at Wyldehaven, though he knew nearly two years had passed. And now he walked his best friend to his entombment in this tiny parish church just outside London.

An elderly woman swathed in black sniffed into her handkerchief as they walked down the aisle. She threw Wylde a look of contempt and hissed, Drunkard! as he passed. Wylde blinked in surprise but then pushed the moment aside, focusing on balancing the coffin and then lowering it with the other pallbearers to its place near the altar.


The ceremony passed by in a blur. He heard the words of the vicar through a dense fog of unreality. He was conscious of Wulf, Darcy, and Kit sitting in the hard pew beside him, of Michaels mother wailing unceasingly from the front row, comforted by her younger sons. He stared at the ornate wooden box, unable to conceive that Michael was really in there. It was all a nightmare from which he could not wake.

He should have done something. He should have stopped him.

But no, he had been so engrossed in his grief over his own losses that he had refused Michaels invitation to go on that trip to India. Perhaps if hed gone, if he had let Michael lure him from the gloom of mourning back into the vibrant colors of life, maybe then Michael might still be alive. They could have watched out for each other, as they had since childhood.

But he had not gone, preferring his darkened rooms and the perpetually unfinished opera he was composing over spending time laughing in the sun with his dearest friend. And now the shadows of grief stretched even longer over his life. First his wife and unborn child had been taken from him, then his closest friend. Everyone he loved, it seemed, suffered by association with him.

Before he knew it, the ceremony was over and he was out of the church, away from the cloying smells of death and mourning. His coachman waited nearby, the black-swathed coach with its ducal emblem on the door a fitting testament to Michael. He headed toward it like a bullet, his careful walls crumbling beneath the grief that waited to claim him. He had not been anywhere near London since before Felicitys death and had no idea how to even talk to people anymore. How he longed for the isolation of Wyldehaven, for the peace to be found in his own music room as he worked on his compositions.

Forty-eight hours was his limit for staying in London. Twenty of those hours had passed already. By tomorrow he expected to be on his way home to Dorset, leaving London and its rumor-mongering, busybody citizens far behind.

Say there, Wylde! Wait!

Wylde halted just as the footman jumped down to open the door of the coach. He gave a longing look at the welcoming interior, then glanced back to see Darcy dashing over to him. Darcy, good to see you.

Blast it, Wylde, you barely said three words to me today. Darcy came to a halt, clutching his hat in one hand after the quick sprint and smoothing his curling black hair back with the other.

Apologies, Darcy. I justfunerals.

Darcy nodded. Too painful after your wife.

Yes.


Understood. Darcy flashed his famously charming grin. I would be glad of a ride, Wylde, if you can spare the time.

Certainly. Wylde waved a hand at the coach. Just give Goodman your direction.

Splendid! Darcy leaped toward the open door, calling his destination to the coachman as he did so.

Wylde sighed, then climbed in after him. It appeared he would have to wait a bit more for his treasured solitude.

Once they were seated, the coach lurched into motion. I thought you arrived with Kit, Wylde said.

I did, but your coach is finer. Darcy gave a quick laugh, but the eyes he turned on Wylde were serious. Truly, I wanted to speak to you and did not want an audience.

Wylde frowned. Is something wrong?

That is just what I was going to ask you. Darcy settled back against the squabs, his handsome face creased with concern. I understand that you needed time alone in the country to grieve for Felicity and your unborn child. Wulf, Kit, and I all tried to let you be, assuming you would contact us when you were ready.

I appreciate that.

But I cannot believe you returned to London and never even told us, Darcy continued. And I especially find it difficult to comprehend how you could even think of going to a gaming hell like Fultons without asking me to join you.

Wylde frowned. What are you talking about? I only arrived in London last night.

Im talking about the incident three days ago. I wish you had asked me to go with you. I could have helped. Darcys brow creased. I worry about you, Wylde. You seem to have gone a bit mad after your wifes death, sorry to say.

You will be even sorrier if you do not explain yourself. What is this about Fultons?

Come now. Tis common knowledge that you lost a small fortune there three nights ago. But what disturbs me is the fight afterward. Tis not like you at all to beat a man bloody because he was cheating.

Wylde stared at his friend with growing confusion. Darcy, are you foxed? I was not at Fultons three nights ago, and there was no bloody fight. As I told you, I only arrived in London late last night.

Darcys jaw tightened. I am trying to be a good friend to you, Wylde, but we will get nowhere if you continue to deny the facts.

Wyldes eyes narrowed, his affection for Darcy icing over like his garden pond in winter. In the twenty years of our acquaintance, my dear Lord Rywood, when have you ever known me to lie?


I cant say that I have. But now I have done it, eh? You only become formal with me when you are vexed. But I am just trying to help. You have always been the epitome of propriety, Wylde, and this sudden burst of disreputable behavior is simply not like you. The talk is all over Town.

Talk? Wylde leaned forward, his entire body rigid. What talk is this? I have been installed at Wyldehaven since before Felicitys death.

News of the brawl has reached all the drawing rooms in London. Im sorry about that, Wylde. I know how you hate gossip.

There was no bloody brawl, Darcy. Someone made a mistake. Wylde sat back, sucking air into his lungs. Bloody rumormongers. As if he did not have enough misery on his plate without their input.

No mistake, Wylde. Jonas Pendleton saw you there and spread the word. Of course you were utterly drunk at the time, so perhaps that explains it.

This is madness.

If you had taken me with you, I could have helped you avoid the whole distasteful mess. Darcy fingered the slightly worn edge of his coat. You know I am always available for a game of cards.

This tale is all over London?

I am afraid so.

Upon my honor, Darcy, I tell you I was not even in Town at the time. He caught and held his friends gaze. Pendleton must be trying to blacken my name for some reason. You must believe me.

Perhaps. Darcy frowned. I must admit to being taken aback by the story.

How can it be that gossip like this spreads when I am not even in the city? Wylde curled his lip and cast a disgusted glance out the window at the buildings of London. Father would no doubt be quite amused, were he alive.

I suppose Pendleton could be trying to discredit you, Darcy speculated. It makes more sense than the current version of events.

You know me better than most people, Darcy. I do not lie, I do not gamble, and I have never in my life engaged in fisticuffs outside a friendly match at Gentleman Jacksons.

I would have agreed wholeheartedly until two days ago, when I first heard of the incident. Darcy frowned. Very well. If you say it never happened, then I will take that as truth.

Thank you. Wylde tapped his fingers on his knee. I will have a word with Pendleton and see what mischief he is about.

Excellent notion. If you need any help, you know you can call on any of us. Darcy flashed a quick grin as the coach came to a stop outside his residence. Or all of us, for that matter.


Wylde nodded. I will keep that in mind.

See that you do. The footman opened the door, and with a jaunty salute, Darcy hopped out of the carriage.

Wylde watched him go. Once, the offer of help from his friends would have meant the world. He, Darcy, Kit, and Wulf had all been young boys tormented by the bullies at school. Then Michaelbigger, braver, and more clever than all of themhad convinced them to band together to fight back against their oppressors. With the arrogance of the very young, they called themselves Sons of Grendel, named after the mythical monster from Beowulf whom no one could defeat. The plan worked, and their friendship, which included Michael, had lasted well into adulthood.

But when Michael had needed him, he had not been there. Michael died alone in the middle of the ocean with only strangers around him. With that on his conscience, Wylde did not dare ask any of his other friends to extend themselves on his account. He would get to the bottom of this scurrilous rumor and put a stop to it. Alone.



Since it was not yet even noon, he found Jonas Pendleton at home, still abed. The butler tried to indicate that his master was not currently receiving callers, but Wylde would have none of it and pushed past the older man into the house. Given the reality of a duke standing in the foyer, the servant had no choice but to summon his master.

Wylde awaited Pendleton in a tiny salon whose decor looked somewhat the worse for wear. When the man himself entered the room, he did not look much better, hurriedly dressed in shirt and coat without his cravat, his hair a hastily finger-combed mess. His pale blue eyes were bloodshot and his skin waxen, except for a greenish bruise on his jaw.

Wyldehaven. What in blue blazes are you doing here at this hour? he demanded.

Wylde glanced out the window. The sun is well up, Pendleton, and the world is awake.

The world did not crawl into bed with the dawn. Pendleton went to the window and yanked the drapes closed. Now I demand to know your purpose here.

Wylde raised his brows, taken aback by the hostility. I am here to request an explanation for rumors you have started about me.

What rumors? Heedless of the fact that his guest remained standing, Pendleton threw himself into an armchair. I have not said anything that is not the truth.

Indeed? Wylde did not sit but instead came to stand over Pendletons chair. What of that nonsense about Fultons three nights ago?

Pendleton glared at him. As I said, nothing but truth. Perhaps you do not remember the details clearly since you were so bloody drunk, Wyldehaven, but I cannot forget. He touched the bruise on his jaw. You sent me home with a reminder.

Wylde reared back. Are you now accusing me of striking you?

Too right. I tried to peel you off poor Winchell and got this for my trouble.

Impossible. I only arrived in London last night.

The hell you did. Pendleton stood, pushing nose-to-nose with Wylde. I saw you myself, called you by name, played cards with you. You won my money but then lost badly to Winchell. Then you accused him of cheating and thrashed the poor sod until he was incoherent. He sneered. Have to admit, Wyldehaven, I didnt know you were so handy with your fives.

But it was not me, Wylde murmured, more to himself than Pendleton. I was not even in London.

It was you, all right, Your Grace. Took a bit of time, but it looks like you took more after your sire than anyone knew. You truly are the son of Madcap Matherton, arent you?

The words chilled him. I tell you it is a mistake. I was at Wyldehaven until yesterday.

Pendleton jerked a finger at the bruise on his face. This was no mistake. You were the one who chopped me in the jaw when I tried to pull you off Winchell. Luckily for me Fulton employs those big louts to break up these things. They dragged you out and probably saved poor Winchells life.

It did not happen, Wylde said. He stripped off his gloves. Look at my hands. Why are they not bruised or scraped?

Pendleton barely glanced at Wyldes bared knuckles. Those of us who were there know what we saw, what we felt. He swept a scathing gaze over Wyldes impeccable clothing. You are no gentleman.

Wylde stiffened and tugged his gloves back on. Step carefully, Pendleton. I came here to discover what game you are playing, and I warn you, I will find out.

I have no desire to rise with the sun to meet my maker. Everyone knows you are a crack shot, and I am fond of my own skin. Pendleton returned to his chair and glowered. Your consequence may be enough to hide your true nature, Wyldehaven, but you cannot silence those of us who have seen that side of you. The world will learn the truth about the Duke of Wyldehaven.

You are mistaken, Wylde gritted out, shaken by the intensity in Pendletons gaze. The fellow believed every word he had spoken. With a curt nod of his head, Wylde strode out of the drawing room and out of the house.

Had the entire world gone mad?




From across the street, he watched Wyldehaven storm out of Jonas Pendletons residence and down the stairs to the glossy black coach waiting at the curb. Footmen jumped down to open the door to the elegant equipage, making the coat of arms on the door blaze in the morning sun.

Mocking him.

His bloody Grace, the Duke of Wyldehaven, climbed into the coach without a word to his servants. Pretentious sod. He could see the dukes stony countenance through the window as he settled back into the seat. The poor fellow looked as if he wanted to take a bite out of somethingor someone.

Well, well. Out of sorts, was he? A grin tugged at his lips. Apparently Pendleton had not received His Grace with a fatted calf. Too tragic, that. But what could a fellow expect after thrashing a man over a gaming dispute? He chuckled and rubbed his bruised knuckles. Some pain was worth the reward.

The coach pulled away, no doubt headed to Mayfair, where His Grace would be soothed by his army of servants at the elegant town house that had long belonged to the Matherton family.

For once he felt no envyonly a delicious anticipation. Thats right, dear boy, he murmured. Hurry home to your darkened rooms and the spirits that haunt you. Leave the night to me.



Wylde arrived at his town house and sought the privacy of his study immediately upon returning from Pendletons. Seated at his desk, he took out a crystal decanter from a nearby cabinet and poured a large portion of whisky into a matching crystal glass. As he lifted the glass to his lips, he sat back in his chair and began to sort through the post his secretary had left for him.

After a moment he carefully set down the glass.

Bills from tailors, demands of payment for gaming debts, even an invoice for a horse he had never purchased. There were dozens of them. All purchases supposedly made by the Duke of Wyldehaven. All from London. All in the last several weeks.

This was impossible. He had not been in London for nearly two years. During his self-imposed exile at Wyldehaven he had seen no onewith the exception of Michaeland had tried to lose himself in the opera he was composing. He was mourning, not mad. He knew he could not have possibly incurred these debts.

But someone had, using his name.

Pendletons words came back to him. Pendleton had seen him, claimed to have played cards with him, accused him of giving him the bruise that currently decorated his jawline. Except he had been in Dorset at the time.

Someone was impersonating him. Someone who looked enough like him to fool those who did not know him well.

With a frustrated sweep of his arm, he shoved the bills aside. How many years had he carefully followed the strict parameters of behavior set by Society? His father had done considerable harm to the family name with his scandalous exploits, but Wylde had been the one to set the example after Fathers death. He had avoided London and its gossip mill as much as possible, choosing instead to live most of the time in quiet solitude at Wyldehaven. But despite his care, someone was destroying the good name he had fought so hard to achieve, the honorable reputation that finally made people forget about the disreputable one left by his father.

He had done everything right, walked every step with excruciating care, and this was his reward? To be used by some stranger?

Enough. He had tolerated years of his fathers undisciplined swings from disreputable rogue to strict parent. He had suffered at the hands of bullies as a schoolboy. He had handed out thousands of pounds in gaming debts on his fathers behalf as well as to any of his sires many by-blows who presented themselves on his doorstep. But no more. This scheme was outside of enough. He did not deserve such treatment, and he would stop the villain behind it.

He scooped up the papers from the floor. One letter caught his eye because of its feminine handwriting and plain appearance. It did not look like a demand for payment.

Curious, he ripped it open. The few sentences in the missive first made his heart freeze in his chest, but then it began pounding againtoo fast. His blood surged through his veins, red hot. He grabbed a piece of stationery and his quill and jotted a short reply. He sealed it with wax and put it on the pile of post that needed to go out tomorrow.

Bills he could manage. God knew he had enough money to pay these honest tradesmen until he could find out who was behind this mischief, and he would rather do that than add to the gossip by appearing to avoid his debts. But this last letter had nothing to do with overdue bills or rumors of fisticuffs. He knew for certain he was not responsible for this matter, and better that he tell the young lady the truth at once, so she might continue to search for the real culprit.

He got up from his desk and blew out the lamp, heading for his bed. Forty-eight hours be damned. There was no way he could leave London now, not without discovering the identity of the villain who was impersonating him. He would have to pursue the blackguard and stop these nefarious activitiesbefore Society began to believe its own rumors and determined that he was, indeed, his fathers son.








Chapter 2



One month later

Miranda stood on the doorstep of Matherton House, her eyes fixed on the heavy brass knocker that decorated the door. Her heart thundered in her chest, and her hands trembled. No decent woman would be seen visiting a gentleman at his home, but here she stood, mentally summoning her courage to lift that knocker and announce her presence.

What if he refused to see her? What if he tossed her into the street?

Just the thought of it straightened her spine. She had promised Lettie, and baby James needed someone to stand up for him. This duke had sent a pithy dismissal to her letter informing him that he had a child. Perhaps he would not be able to set aside her person as easily as he had a piece of paper.


Using her righteous anger as a crutch, she rapped on the door.


Wylde strode down the hallway of his London home slightly the worse for wear, as he had not found his bed until dawn. He had spent last evening as hed spent all others since Michaels funeral, combing the gaming hells of London in an effort to track down the blackguard posing as the Duke of Wyldehaven. He always seemed to be just a step behind the fellow, and everyone he spoke to said the same thing: that they had witnessed him gaming or fighting or seducing a woman or some other mischief. Gathering even that little bit of information had proven time-consuming and expensive.

This cat and mouse chase had begun to weary him, especially since he was beginning to believe he was the mouse and not the cat. Therefore, he was not inclined toward a pleasant demeanor in any shape or form, and most especially not to the young woman who had presented herself at his door this afternoon and demanded an audience with him. His head pounded from both lack of sleep and frustration, and the last thing he wanted to do was deal with unwanted company. However, every caller might have some clue to the imposter, so he was obliged to see each and every one of them. Though today he was determined to see this visitor dispatched with all haste.


The female in question awaited him in the blue parlor, and when he walked into that room, his first thought was that she did not look like a woman of questionable morals, which was his natural reaction to any unwed young miss who presented herself uninvited at a gentlemans home. She sat primly and quietly on the edge of a settee, her gray dress serviceable yet out of date. Dark hair peeked from beneath a simple straw bonnet, which was all he could see of her as she stared down at the gloved hands folded in her lap.

Impoverished gentility, he thought. Another one of Fathers by-blows, no doubt.

I am Wyldehaven, he announced as he made his entrance. And you are?

She gave a start and got to her feet, immediately dipping a curtsy. My name is Miranda Fontaine.

He frowned, the name plucking a familiar chord in his mind. What is your business here, Miss Fontaine?

She had to tilt her head to look up at him. A lovely face, somewhat unusual with sloping cheekbones and full, pouting lips that made a man think of anything but church on Sundays. Her eyes were green and slightly slanted, like a cats. She furrowed her lovely brow at him, no doubt in response to his curt tone.

He hoped like hell she wasnt his half sister.

I wrote to you, Your Grace, on a matter of some urgency.


Wrote to me. Damn and blast, where had he heard her name? He waved a hand at the settee, and she sat down again, though he remained standing. What was this matter of urgency?

The matter of your son.

Recollection snapped into place. He had shoved the memory of the letter aside, assuming the matter was closed. As I recall, Miss Fontaine, I replied to your missive. I am not the father.

Her lip curled with a cynicism that surprised him. A common refrain.

He stiffened. I am not in the habit of denying my own actions, Miss Fontaine. You are mistaken.

I do not believe I am, Your Grace.

Impudent chit. He slid an admiring glance down her fine, feminine form and had the satisfaction of seeing her fingers clench in reaction. I would certainly recall a liaison with you, dear lady.

She glared at him, all fire and indignation. For an instant he regretted that he hadnt been the one to get her with child. Did she bring such passion to the boudoir? Would the sheets be singed after their coupling?

Dear God, how long had it been since he had even noticed a woman?

I am not the childs mother, as you well know, she snapped. His mother was Lettie Dupree. Now do you recall?


I am not acquainted with Miss Dupree, he said with a shrug, still distracted by her curves. By God, this was a woman made for bedding. His wife had been gone for nearly two years, and no female had attracted his attention in all that timeuntil now. Then the guilt of Felicitys memory made him frown. If you are not the mother, why is it that you are here but she is not?

Lettie died in childbed.

Her voice caught, just a wisp, but her defiant stare never wavered. A hint of sympathy tempered his growing lust, and he met her eyes with all sincerity. My condolences, Miss Fontaine.

She gave a cool nod. Thank you, Your Grace. She took a breath, as if to compose herself. Given that he is now motherless, I have come to discuss your sons welfare with you.

He gave a harsh laugh, compassion collapsing beneath reluctant admiration. I have twice denied that the child is mine, Miss Fontaine. Perhaps you were not paying attention.

Letties dying wish was that her son would be raised as a gentleman. Educated as befitting his station as the son of a duke.

Miss Fontaine, I admire your tenacity. However, your ruthless determination to brand me a liar is beginning to wear thin. Pay close attention. He came to stand over her, locking his gaze with hers. I am not this childs father.


Slowly, she stood. He did not move, but she did not fall back on the settee as he expected. Instead she straightened her small frame, her head only reaching his shoulder, until she stood practically in his arms, mere inches separating them. It has been my experience that most men of power do not accept the consequences of their actions. I had hoped you would be different, Your Grace.

Her words burned like salt rubbed in the wounds of his heart. Who was this mouthy chit to be ordering him about? Why did she come here, to his house, to remind him of all he had lost, all he had left to lose?

I regret I must disappoint you. Good day, Miss Fontaine. Travers will escort you out.

He turned away from her and left the room without a backward glance.

Bloody hell, but he was going back to bed.


Miranda entered the small, comfortable house and slammed the door behind her. The crash of the portal should have satisfied her simmering temper, but it did not.

Arrogant prig, she snapped, yanking off her gloves one at a time.

Thaddeus LeGrande came out of the parlor, a slumbering James on his shoulder. I assume that matters did not go well.

They did not. Some of her anger fizzled at the sight of the babys sleeping face. Where is Mrs. Cooper?

She went to the market. I agreed to watch the young fellow until you returned. He turned his head to glance at the infant out of the corner of his eye. I never fancied myself a grandfather, but I imagine I would do quite well in the position.

Miranda smiled as she untied her bonnet. Considering this is Letties child, you practically are his grandfather.

Poor Lettie. The aging actors face sagged with grief. She was so lovely. So talented. I would have seen to it that she was the toast of London.

I know. She hung her bonnet on the peg beside the door. That is why my mother sent her to you.

Another beautiful actress. He smiled. You look like her, you know.

My mother was stunning. I am but passable. She peered at the baby. Do you want me to take him?

Not quite yet. Thaddeus laid a gentle hand on the childs back. He is no burden to me.

I wish his father had said the same.

Oh, dear. He took her elbow with his other hand and guided her into the parlor, where a tray of tea and biscuits awaited. Come and tell me what happened.

Miranda sat down on the sofa and watched as he settled himself into his favorite armchair beside the cold fireplace. You have gotten quite good at balancing our little man while accomplishing other tasks, she teased.

I have worn costumes on the stage that weighed more than he does. He waved a hand at the tea tray. Would you pour? I am eager to know what the duke said.

She lifted the teapot and poured the steaming, fragrant liquid into one cup. He said it is not his child. She set down the pot and dropped two lumps of precious sugar into the cup, as Thaddeus liked it. He showed me the door.

My goodness. Thaddeus caught the saucer with one finger and dragged it across the table so he could reach the tea cup. Personally?

His wry tone drew a chuckle from her. No, His Grace merely walked out of the room. His servant showed me the door. She finished pouring her own cup of tea and put down the pot so she could look at him. I admit I am disappointed, Thaddeus. I had hoped the man would do the honorable thing.

He gave a bark of laughter. You have much to learn about dukes, my dear, and Wyldehaven in particular.

She took up her own tea, plain with not even a dab of sugar. Perhaps you can tell me more. For someone not born to it, you seem to know everyone in the upper echelons of Society.


His lips curved. Mrs. Weatherbys salon. The polite world mixes with the art world every Thursday night at that ladys home. Even though I rarely perform any more, I still enjoy the company of my fellow thespians.

Of course you do. She settled back on the sofa, keeping an ear alert should the child stir.

Mrs. Weatherbys salon is a wonderful place to discover the latest on dit, Thaddeus said. I have heard talk of Wyldehaven, both the father and the son.

Miranda arched her brows. Indeed?

The father was a terrible scapegrace. Thaddeuss voice settled into the deep drama of an orator. There are scandals about him to this day, though he has been with Old Nick these past five years.

And the son?

He lost his wife about two years ago. He sipped his tea. And was in deep mourning for months, of course. Then no sooner did he cast off his mourning clothes, but he went a bit wild. Became the worst sort of gamester and rakehell here in London, feeding the gossips with his many exploits.

And was Lettie merely an exploit? Mirandas lips twisted. Men of his ilk consider women merely playthings.

That I cannot answer.


She sighed and looked once more on the babys sweet face. He claimed he was not the father, Thaddeus, she repeated.

He told you so in the letter he wrote.

Yes, but I hoped that a personal encounter might make him admit that he did have an affair with Lettie. That he is Jamess father. But he did not, which means I can expect no aid from him.

Thaddeus sighed. I wish I could have saved more of your inheritance, Miranda, but I selected that last investment poorly. You lost over half your dowry.

Im glad to have any funds at all, she said. I cannot even fathom that Mama sent you money to put away for me.

I wondered why she had not sent anything in so long. But that did happen on occasion. Sometimes she did not send any money for several months. He shook his head. I did not even know she had died until you wrote to tell me about Lettie. And then when I could finally present you with your inheritance, one mediocre business decision nearly did away with it all.

I am still grateful. And you are lending me the use of your house. That is a tremendous boon.

Nonsense. Where else would you live? I do not mind staying at the hotel. It is more fitting for a decent woman like yourself to stay here.

Still, I appreciate it, as it will save me money while I am here in London. She frowned. But now that the duke has again rejected James, I must find some way of surviving here.

I thought you were employed in Little Depping? In the last letter your mother sent me, she mentioned that you were helping some rich old crone write her memoirs.

That ended when James came along. Miranda glanced at the child



















































OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
“Debra Mullins writes

asteamy, powerful tale

that wil keeﬁ
upallni

CHRISTINA DODD

LB

@&mmﬁm

Jo RuinThe

Duke





OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/Images/logo.jpg
& HarperCollins e-books





