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  PROLOGUE

Northumberland 1810


“Nurse!” 
The gruff summons reverberated through the bedchamber and out into the passage.
Victoria winced.
Her father’s glare pierced the child. She turned her eyes to her mother, lying motionless in the bed.
“Why is Mama asleep?” the little fair-haired girl whispered to no one in particular.
No one in particular answered.
Her two grown brothers and the one not yet grown stood silently near the bedside, staring at the woman beneath the coverlet. Her sister, Susan, sat in a chair with a handkerchief pressed to her eyes, her new husband beside her, one hand resting upon her shoulder.
Victoria tilted her head to one side and considered them. They all looked so very sad. Everyone except Papa, who always looked cross.
The vicar knelt at the bedside, murmuring words she could not quite hear, and those she could, she did not understand.
No one seemed to have noticed her.
Papa stood near the window, speaking in low tones to the thin, white-faced man who had arrived that morning.
Victoria shrugged and edged quietly nearer the foot of the bed, twisting her pinafore between her fingers. She studied her other hand, turning it one way and then the other, wondering whether anyone might notice her need of her thumb.
Nurse had said she was grown too old for such behaviour, and had warned that if she were caught at it again, the offending digit should be dipped in something exceedingly nasty.
She glanced about the room once more. Mama would not mind. 
“Mama?” she whispered.
But Mama was asleep.
She raised her hand halfway to her mouth. She shan’t chance it. She lowered it again, mourning the loss of her comfort.
If only Mama would wake.
She turned as hurried footsteps sounded in the passage. Nurse appeared in the doorway, breathless, one hand pressed to her breast as she took in the crowded room.
“Remove that child at once,” the Baron bellowed.
Papa scarcely looked away from the man beside him.
Nurse’s gaze found Victoria at the foot of the great tester bed. By then she had edged close enough to curl one small hand about its heavy carved post.
“Come, Miss Victoria. We must go upstairs.”
Nurse held out her hand.
Victoria slipped hers behind her skirts.
“But why, Nanny?” She tightened her fingers about the bedpost. “Mama might wake and have need of me.”
Something changed in Nurse’s countenance.
“Now, Nurse,” the Baron snapped through gritted teeth.
Nurse knelt before her and gently took both her hands.
“No, my dearest little one. God has taken her to heaven.”
Victoria stared at her. “What?”
“God has called your mama home. And when He calls us, we must answer.”
Victoria’s eyes moved to the bed. Mama did look very still. Too still.
She looked again at Nurse. “Will she come back?”
Nurse swallowed.
“No.”
“Why not?”
“Because God has need of her.”
Victoria looked once more at her mother. For several moments she said nothing. Tears filled her eyes.
“But not as much as I do.”






  
  CHAPTER 1

Northumberland 1814


“Ihave letters.” The tall woman made the announcement as the butler sought to turn her away. 
“And what do letters mean to me.”
“One is from the Baron. The other from a duchess.”
“Again, why should I interest myself in a letter from either.”
“Because both are addressed to a Henry Graham, who I was informed is the butler. Therefore, either you will make yourself interested, or I shall be obliged to attend upon the magistrate and enquire whether Mr Graham has met with some unfortunate end.”
The butler, who was indeed Henry Graham, blinked.

      [image: ]Mrs Simms poured two cups of tea and settled herself opposite the new governess in the small saloon.
“I hope you have settled in well enough, Miss Lindqvist, is it?” Mrs Simms took the name slowly, as though it might come apart.
“Yes, I have, thank you.”
The Swedish accent remained pronounced, but her elocution was precise. She walked like a governess, spoke like a governess and, despite the peculiar manner of her arrival, possessed an air which suggested that questioning her qualifications would prove an exhausting business.
“I know my arrival was rather sudden,” Miss Lindqvist continued. “But I assure you, the Duchess would not have recommended my services to the Baron had I not been qualified. I have been instructed to prepare Miss Edwards for her eventual entrance into society.”
“Mercy! The child is but seven.” Mrs Simms clutched the chatelaine lying in her lap.
“Precisely.”
“Precisely?”
“Ten years is not so very long, Mrs Simms.”
The housekeeper stared at her. “No one pays the poor little mite the least attention, and now someone has suddenly determined she must be made into a lady.”
Miss Lindqvist set down her cup. “She is already a lady. My purpose is to ensure that, when the world finally notices her, no one may find reason to say she was not taught to be one.”
Mrs Simms’s expression altered slightly. “I’ll have you know she’s a clever little thing and furthermore—”
“I have no doubt of it.”
“And she’s had losses enough. Her mother only four years gone. His lordship rarely comes north, her brothers and sister scarcely more often.”
“Then it appears I have arrived none too soon.”
Mrs Simms regarded her over the rim of her cup. “I suppose not.”
Miss Lindqvist rose. “I should go upstairs. Nurse will require assistance before she leaves.”
The housekeeper’s cup rattled against its saucer. “Nurse? Leaving?”
“The Baron instructed that she depart within two days of my arrival.”
“I am surprised Miss Victoria has taken it so calmly.”
Miss Lindqvist paused. “I am not altogether certain she knows.”

      [image: ]“Where are you going, Nanny?”
Victoria handed Nurse the hairbrush from her dressing table.
“To see my sister in Scotland.”
Nurse placed the brush inside the black valise.
“Is she ill?”
“No, not at all.” Nurse rearranged several things which did not appear to require rearranging. “Why should you ask such a thing?”
Victoria caught the long pale lock hanging over her shoulder and wound it slowly around one finger. “The last time you went away, your sister was sick. You were gone a very long time.”
Nurse gave a weak laugh. “Only a week, Miss Victoria. That is not so long.”
“It was to me.”
Nurse’s hands stopped. Only for a moment. Then she closed the valise.
The door opened and Miss Lindqvist stood upon the threshold.
“I suppose it is time?” Nurse asked, still not looking towards the little girl trying to catch her eye.
“I fear so. The carriage has arrived.”
Miss Lindqvist looked at Victoria. “Would you wait for us in the nursery, please?”
Victoria looked at Nurse. Nurse was very interested in fastening the buckle upon her valise.
“I will be waiting in the other room, Nanny.”
“Yes, dear. I shall be there shortly.”
Victoria lingered. “Nanny?”
Still Nurse did not look at her.
Victoria’s fingers tightened around the lock of hair, her chest rising with a sigh.
Miss Lindqvist stepped aside. “There is a new book upon your writing desk.”
Victoria looked up at her, then once more towards Nurse, worrying her lower lip. She went quietly into the nursery.
Miss Lindqvist closed the door and stood quietly, her hand still upon the handle, her back to the room.
“Please take care of my darling girl.” Nurse’s voice broke upon the last word.
Miss Lindqvist turned, brows furrowed, but said nothing.
“I know it is past my time to go. She is too clever to be held back by the likes of me.” Nurse pressed her lips together until she had command of them again. “But please be kind to her. She has seen little kindness in her life.”
Something in Miss Lindqvist’s bearing softened. “I am aware of more than you know.”
Nurse searched her face.
“I cannot give her what she desires,” Miss Lindqvist said quietly. “But I can give her what she requires to find it… perhaps.”
For a moment the two women simply looked at one another.
Then Nurse picked up her valise.
They entered the nursery together.
Victoria immediately slipped down from her chair.
“Oh, Nanny.” The seven-year-old ran to her.
Nurse set down the valise just in time to catch her.
“I shall miss you. When will you be back?” Victoria clung to the old woman’s neck.
Nurse closed her eyes.
Miss Lindqvist said nothing.
“When will you come back, Nanny?”
Nurse drew away far enough to look at her.
“Victoria, you have outgrown your old Nanny.”
The little girl’s smile disappeared.
“The time has come for you to learn more than I am able to teach you.” The woman glanced towards the governess. “Miss Lindqvist will prepare you well.”
Victoria looked from Nurse to the tall woman standing behind her.
“But you are only going to Scotland.”
Nurse’s face crumpled. She rose, turned quickly away and reached for her valise.
Victoria’s fingers found the lock of hair, twisting it, sliding it nervously through them.
“Nanny?”
Nurse walked towards the door.
Victoria followed. “Nanny, when will you come back?”
Miss Lindqvist caught her gently by the shoulders.
Victoria struggled once. “Nanny!”
The elderly woman stopped in the passage.
“Please come back.”
For one terrible moment she seemed about to do precisely that. Without turning round, Nurse managed, “Someday, my little one. Perhaps someday.”
Then she walked away.
Victoria stood very still between Miss Lindqvist’s hands, winding the pale lock tighter and tighter around her finger until it hurt.

      [image: ]Northumberland 1822
“Poyais does not exist.” Victoria ran her finger along the Mosquito Shore of the Sea of the Antilles.
Miss Lindqvist stopped upon entering the drawing room.
Miss Edwards sat upon the carpet before the hearth, surrounded by an atlas, two books, yesterday’s newspaper and several loose maps which appeared to have been removed from the late baron’s library.
“Good afternoon, Victoria.”
Victoria glanced up. “Good afternoon, Miss Lindqvist. Poyais does not exist.”
“So you have said.” The governess made her way further into the room, her eyes never leaving the young lady.
“Yet the newspaper insists that it does.”
Miss Lindqvist removed her gloves.
Victoria returned to the enormous atlas spread across her skirts. One pale finger travelled along the coast of Central America.
“Here is the Mosquito Shore, there is Honduras, Nicaragua, but no Poyais and no St Joseph, the capital.”
“It ought to be here.”
“Perhaps you ought not to be there.”
Victoria looked down at herself. “Oh.”
She gathered her skirts and rose immediately.
“Shoulders.” Miss Lindqvist pulled her own shoulders back, exaggerating the movement.
Victoria straightened.
“Chin.”
Her chin lifted.
“Hair.”
Victoria’s hand went automatically to the pale lock hanging over her shoulder and swept it behind her.
Miss Lindqvist regarded her.
Victoria regarded Miss Lindqvist.
“May I now return to Poyais?”
“You may explain why you have dismantled your grandfather’s library in pursuit of it.”
“I have hardly dismantled it. I removed one atlas and two geographical references.”
“And the maps?”
“They were already loose.”
“Victoria.”
“Mostly.”
Miss Lindqvist’s mouth tightened.
Victoria had known her governess too long to mistake the movement.
“You nearly smiled.”
“I did nothing of the sort.” Miss Lindqvist laid her gloves upon the sideboard.
“You did.”
“My facial expressions are not the subject of today’s instruction.”
“Then perhaps Poyais might be.”
“It is not.”
Victoria sighed and looked towards the newspaper. “According to the account, the territory possessed fertile land, abundant resources and prospects sufficient to entice British settlers across the Atlantic. Yet neither Arrowsmith, nor Thomson’s, nor Pinkerton’s among my grandfather’s atlases contains any such country.”
“Maps become outdated,” Miss Lindqvist said.
“Cary’s New Universal Atlas was published four years ago.” Victoria pointed to the map stretched across the floor.
“Four years is sufficient time for the world to change.”
“Not without telling anyone. And with a settlement and a capital city, it ought at least to be noted upon a map but four years old.”
Miss Lindqvist paused.
Victoria waited.
“Countries do not generally seek Miss Edwards’s permission before altering their borders.”
“I do not require they seek my permission. I merely think someone ought to record something of such importance.”
“Which is generally the purpose of newspapers.”
“Then the newspaper and the atlas disagree.”
“And this offends you?”
“Yes. It is untidy.”
That time Miss Lindqvist did smile.
“I knew it.”
“Sit down.”
Victoria did.
The tea tray had already been placed upon the table. She reached for the newspaper.
“No.” The governess’s tone was strict.
“I have not finished it.”
“You have finished it for the present.”
“There is another account concerning Greece.”
“There will still be an account concerning Greece after tea.”
“Not necessarily the same one.”
Miss Lindqvist extended her hand, her countenance firm.
Victoria surrendered the newspaper.
“Today,” her governess said, taking the chair opposite, “we shall concern ourselves with matters nearer home.”
Victoria eyed the familiar little volume Miss Lindqvist placed upon the table. “Oh, no.”
“Oh, yes.”
“I know that book both backwards and forwards.” Victoria raised her eyes to the ceiling.
“One would hope so.”
Victoria huffed. “I knew it last month.”
“And yet you remain imperfect.”
“I was not aware perfection was expected before tea.”
Miss Lindqvist tilted her head and gestured to the tray. “Pour.”
Victoria reached for the teapot. She had been pouring tea correctly for years. Nevertheless, Miss Lindqvist watched every movement: the placement of her wrist, the inclination of the pot, the return of it to the tray.
Victoria passed her a cup.
“Acceptable.”
“Only acceptable?” Victoria flinched.
“Would you prefer criticism?”
“No.”
“Then learn gratitude.”
Victoria poured her own.
Miss Lindqvist opened The Mirror of the Graces.
Victoria contemplated the ceiling again.
“Do not begin.” The governess placed her hand flat upon the open book and waited.
“I have said nothing.”
“I have known you for eight years. You need not.”
Victoria lowered her gaze.
Miss Lindqvist turned several pages. “Tell me what the author says concerning a young woman’s desire to please.”
Victoria recited without hesitation. “The girl of eighteen who desires not to please, will be a slut, or a shrew, at twenty-five.”
Miss Lindqvist closed the book. “What does it mean?”
“That I have three years.”
Miss Lindqvist stared at her. “Three years for what?”
“To develop a desire to please.”
“Victoria—”
“Otherwise, it seems, I shall become a shrew at five-and-twenty.”
“You are fifteen.”
“I shall be sixteen in March.”
“Which leaves rather more than three years before you reach eighteen.”
Victoria considered the correction. “You are right.”
“I am gratified that eight years of instruction have finally established the possibility.”
Victoria ignored this. “Then the matter is less urgent than I supposed. Perhaps this was meant more for young men, as it addresses them specifically.”
“What do you mean?”
Victoria placed a finger to her chin. “It says, pay attention, young men, to this sign; it never yet was known to deceive.”
Miss Lindqvist lifted her teacup. “And…”
Victoria saw the faintest tremor at its rim.
“You are laughing.”
“I am drinking tea.”
“You can do both.”
“Not elegantly.”
“Then perhaps The Mirror of the Graces ought to address it.”
The cup descended rather quickly to its saucer.
“Victoria.”
“Yes, Miss Lindqvist?”
“Why does a young woman wish to please?”
Victoria considered the question more seriously.
“To be thought agreeable.”
“Why?”
“Because disagreeable people are seldom invited anywhere.”
“That is true, but insufficient.”
“To make friends?”
“Better.”
Victoria waited.
“And?”
“I do not know.”
Miss Lindqvist opened the book again.
“A young woman entering society will eventually wish to attract the notice of a suitable gentleman.”
“Why?”
Miss Lindqvist looked up.
Victoria was perfectly serious.
“For marriage.”
“I know that.”
“Then why did you ask?”
“I understand why the gentleman must notice her. I do not understand why she must particularly wish him to.”
“Because she may find his company agreeable.”
“Surely she should determine that before trying to attract him.”
Miss Lindqvist was silent.
“That,” she said at last, “would be preferable.”
Victoria nodded, satisfied that the matter had been resolved.
“A gentleman may admire beauty, but beauty alone is insufficient. What does our author say on that subject?”
“It must not be a merely beautiful form; for that, if it possess not the charm of intelligence, the bond of rational tenderness, is a frame without a soul: a statue which we look on and admire, pass away and forget.” She paused and quirked her mouth. 
“And what does it mean?” The governess reached for a biscuit.
“That an unattractive woman need not despair.”
The biscuit stopped halfway to Miss Lindqvist’s mouth. “That is not what it means.”
“It is substantially what it means.”
“No.”
Victoria repeated the relevant sentences precisely.
“I know what the book says.”
“Then why did you ask me?” Victoria examined the tray of biscuits.
“Because I asked what it means.”
Victoria frowned.
Miss Lindqvist had developed, during the past two years, an irritating habit of asking questions whose answers were not contained upon the page.
“It means that a woman who is less beautiful may compensate with pleasing manners, deportment and disposition.”
The governess studied Victoria. “Compensate?”
Victoria nodded.
“An unfortunate word.”
“It is the obvious one.”
“And you believe this advice concerns you?”
“Of course.”
“Why?”
Victoria looked puzzled. “Papa says my appearance is unnatural.”
Miss Lindqvist slowly returned the biscuit to the plate. “Your father says a great many things, does he not?”
“Yes, my hair is nearly colourless, my eyes are too pale and my skin is—”
“Your father’s observations concerning feminine beauty are not included in your curriculum.”
Victoria blinked. “No?”
“And we shall not treat them as authoritative.”
“But—”
“Nor shall we debate the point.”
Victoria’s lips pressed together. “Then how am I to know which is true?”
Miss Lindqvist smiled.
She had been waiting two years for that question.
“You gather what facts you can. You consider who has given them to you, and whether that person has reason to deceive you. You compare what you are told with what you already know to be true. Then you decide for yourself what you believe.”
Victoria frowned. “But I asked how I am to know what is true.”
“Sometimes, my dear, you cannot.”
“Then what is the purpose of gathering the facts?”
“To come as near to the truth as you are able.”
Victoria stared at her.
“What if I am wrong?”
“Then you gather more facts.”
“And decide again?”
“Precisely.”
Victoria considered this. “That seems a great deal of work.”
Miss Lindqvist retrieved her biscuit. “Thinking generally is.”
“Hmm, I shall remember this precisely.”
“That is what concerns me.”






  
  CHAPTER 2

Belmont Castle, Leicestershire, September 1824


“Is she dying, Griffin?” 
“Your Grace.” The butler bowed with impeccable precision as James mounted the broad stone steps of Belmont Castle, his greatcoat snapping in the autumn wind. Griffin’s practised eye did not miss the haste in his master’s stride, nor the strain etched upon features ordinarily schooled to perfect composure.
“Well?”
“The Duchess awaits you in her private sitting room.”
Three days of rutted roads and indifferent inns had left him stiff, irritable, and thoroughly convinced that whatever crisis had summoned him to Belmont had best not disappoint. His sister Elvinia’s letter had spoken of their mother’s health in terms vague enough to alarm but particular enough to compel.
He had recognised it somewhere south of Northampton and had gone on changing horses regardless.
Taken ill. His mother had been taken ill and he was to come at once.
His father had never been taken ill in his life. Two-and-sixty years and not a day of it. The man had ridden to the Quorn like a fellow twenty years his junior and had walked his own kennels every morning of every season, knowing each hound in them by name. There had been no decline, no sickroom, no physicians upon the stairs.
There had been a footman at the door of the Commons, white about the mouth.
And it had been no distance at all. That was the part James could not leave off returning to. A few minutes through corridors he had crossed a hundred times without thinking, and at the end of them his father upon the floor of the Lords with his neckcloth cut away and his eyes still knowing his son.
He had knelt and held him. There had been nothing else to be done, and so he had done that.
“That was not my question.”
The butler’s expression did not flicker. “Her Grace appeared in excellent health at nuncheon, Your Grace. She consumed two helpings of the syllabub.”
Something went out of James’s shoulders that he had not known was being held there.
Then it came back, differently.
He snorted. “Then my sister has lured me here under false pretences. I shall have words with her.”
He shook his head and ascended the stairs two at a stride, his boots echoing against the marble.
Once his master was out of sight, the butler of nearly thirty years permitted himself a grin and shut the door.
The Duchess’s sitting room occupied the sunniest corner of the family wing. James checked at the door with his hand upon it and could not have said why.
He opened it.
She was precisely where he had expected to find her: ensconced in her favourite chair beside the fire. Sitting up, and taking tea, and he had ruined three teams and his own temper for it.
Then he saw the woollen shawl about her shoulders despite the blaze in the hearth, and the blankets heaped across her lower limbs.
Or perhaps not.
She glanced up at his entrance, and the smile that curved her lips was entirely too satisfied for an ailing woman.
No. Not ailing.
“Jamie.” She lifted her cheek for his kiss, which he bestowed with a mingling of exasperation and true affection. “How good of you to come.”
He held there a moment longer than the kiss required, close enough to see that her colour was good and her eyes were clear and her hand upon the arm of the chair was perfectly steady.
He straightened.
“You are not dying,” he observed, settling into the chair opposite.
“Did Elvinia say I was dying? How theatrical of her. I merely mentioned a persistent cough.” The Duchess pulled the wool wrap tighter about her shoulders and lifted her teacup to her lips, in an evident attempt to forestall the fit she felt coming on. “This is nonsense, James. I shall never understand why you and your sisters feel it necessary to travel to Leicestershire each time I sneeze.”
Because you are the only one of you left.
He had not the smallest intention of saying it.
“I suppose it has something to do with your cosseting and mollycoddling your children to distraction. The guilt you placed upon us by that extraordinary feat has left each one of us with the obligatory duty to return the favour.” James smirked.
“You are absurd, my dear boy. Mollycoddled, indeed. Your father left me stranded in this God-forsaken country, quite alone. You and your sisters were merely a distraction from boredom.”
Beneath her gracious manner lay a remarkably determined lady who could be utterly ruthless when she chose and terrify him inside a heartbeat, aggravate him inside the next, and have his curiosity in the one after that.
James pulled at his cravat. “If you are in need of these covers and that fire, I am certain of my need to make the journey. It is as hot as Hades in here.”
“Another reason you ought to have stayed away. Truly, James, as I explained to your sisters, Dr Taylor has said it is only a cold, nothing to trouble ourselves over. Broth and tea, and I am to rest and stay warm.”
“Warm does not appear to be an issue,” he said drily.
The Duchess rolled her eyes, grinned, and tossed off one of the blankets.
And there it is.
“Now tell me why you truly came to Belmont.”
“I have told you. I received an urgent message from Elvinia, indicating you had taken ill and were abed, with orders from Dr Taylor to remain there. She went on to advise that Emily was expected within the hour.” He let that sit an instant. “What was I to think?”
Something crossed his mother’s face. It was gone before he could name it, but she did not answer at once, and his mother was never at a loss for an answer.
“Absurd girl. No wonder mothers turn over the rearing of their children to nurses, nannies and governesses. Mothers are truly not qualified to raise sensible children.” Her Grace sat up, trying not to laugh.
They had both burst into mirth as two dark-haired ladies entered the room. One taller and older, the other much shorter and younger; both, however, strode across the room with the air that only daughters of dukes can manage. The eldest wore a disapproving countenance. The younger was grinning, but remained silent.
“I did not summon you here to cut up Mama’s peace. She is to rest and—” she paused as she took up the discarded coverlet and replaced it across her mother, “and to remain warm.”
“Good Lord, Elvinia. Staying warm and placing her upon the evening’s dinner menu are two entirely different matters,” James said, watching his mother remove the blanket again.
“Besides, Elvinia, Dr Taylor said this morning that she never had the fever, and was never truly in any danger,” scoffed Emily.
James glanced towards his younger sister, who refused to meet his eye.
“Never had the fever.” He said it quite pleasantly. “Never in any danger.”
“James—”
“I changed horses at Kettering in the dark, Elvinia. I should like you to know it.”
Elvinia opened her mouth and, for once in her life, did not use it.
He dipped his head towards his mother with a raised brow. The Duchess smiled coquettishly, which was an outrage, and knew it was an outrage, and did it anyway. He turned then to his elder sister, who had recovered her chin to that particular angle of hauteur he had long ago learnt to read as trouble. For him, at the very least.
“Now, would someone care to tell me why I am truly here?”
“Can a mother not wish to see her only son?”
“A mother may wish many things. To summon him from London with intimations of imminent demise suggests an object beyond maternal affection.”
Both sisters took their seats about their mother, and all three appeared to be holding court as their gazes turned as one upon the only male in the room. James had a sudden urge to pull at his cravat for reasons entirely unconnected with the temperature.
“Now that we are all together, if you are quite ready, Mama?” Elvinia glanced towards her mother and received a nod.
Emily smiled apologetically at her brother as Elvinia cleared her throat.
“Mama believes it is time we had a serious discussion, James.”
“Regarding?” James enquired, adjusting himself in his chair as though he had not the least notion of the direction the conversation must take.
It was a poor performance, and he was aware of it while he gave it. He had known since the syllabub. Possibly since Northampton.
“Jamie, darling—”
“Oh, dear God,” James groaned. He had lost this argument before the battle had even begun. How many times must he fall victim to these convocations, designed by the three women dearest to his heart and whom he wished to throttle whenever in their presence?
“Do not appear so defeated. We are not attempting to run your life, dear.”
Really? he wished to blurt. 
“We merely wish to see you happy,” his mother continued.
Can they not fathom that as a bachelor I am happy?
“And fulfil your duties.”
These councils had been ongoing since before his thirtieth birthday.
“I am happy,” he asserted. “I attend near every important vote in Parliament. I am kept informed of every transaction of every estate and tenant under my aegis. I am quite cognisant of my duties.”
His mother set down her cup.
“Girls, leave us.” She flipped her wrist towards the door. “I wish to speak with your brother alone.”
Elvinia’s head came up. Whatever she had been prepared for, it had not been that.
Emily rose and made for the door. Elvinia, however, cocked her head and gave her mother ‘the look’. The one she had mastered from the Duchess herself.
“Yes. You too, Elvinia.”
With a deafening huff, Elvinia rose, and the two sisters quit the room.
The door closed. The fire settled.
In four-and-thirty years he could not recall his mother clearing a room to speak with him.
“Mother, we have—”
The Duchess raised her hand and stopped the protest before it could begin.
“Very well. I shall dispense with pleasantries.” She met his gaze directly. “You are four-and-thirty, James. You have held the dukedom eighteen months. And you have made no move whatsoever towards securing the succession.”
James exhaled slowly.
“Nothing to say? To my mind you appear far more devoted to your responsibilities at Tattersall’s and your… other entertainments… than to the future of this family.”
“I have time yet.”
“Have you?” The Duchess’s voice sharpened. “Your father believed the same. He was hale and vigorous at sixty, dead at two-and-sixty. An apoplexy in the Lords, without warning, without mercy. Had you not already been born, had he delayed as you are delaying, this estate, this title, everything your ancestors built over three centuries would have passed to some distant cousin in Shropshire who has never set foot upon Ratcliffe land.”
James rose and clutched the mantel with his fingers, his back to his mother.
“I was there,” he said.
It came out flatter than he had intended, and quieter, and it stopped her entirely.
“I know, my dear,” she said at last.
“Then do not describe it to me.”
“I am not describing that. I am describing what came after.” Her voice did not rise. “You were not the only one in that house who lost him.”
James did not turn round.
“I am not Father.”
“No. You are younger, which means you have more time to waste, and more opportunity to squander it.”
She paused, and when she spoke again her tone had gentled.
“I do not say this to wound you, Jamie. I say it because I love you, and because I cannot bear to watch you drift through your days as though consequence will never find you.”
James stared into the fire, his jaw tight.
He ought to defend himself.
“I am not ready.”
He nudged a burning log farther into the grate with the toe of his boot.
“Ready? That is not the question.”
The Duchess threw off the remainder of her blankets and reached for his hand, drawing him back to his chair. He returned reluctantly, and did not meet those knowing eyes of a mother hitting her mark. Her fingers were cool and very thin, and they closed about his with more strength than he had been prepared for.
“Jamie, you must consider what you will leave behind. Do you wish to be the one responsible for the Ratcliffe legacy falling to someone else? Someone who has no connection to any of our history. Who has never set foot upon a single one of the estates. Someone none of us has ever met, and who has no love for what you will leave behind?”
He was but four-and-thirty. He was still young… was he not? Most of his friends’ fathers had lived well into their sixties and seventies.
His father had not.
Two-and-sixty.
His breath caught. That was eight-and-twenty years from now. Eight-and-twenty. He had spent longer than that being someone’s son.
If a boy were born to him this very day, and the same thing befell his father at two-and-sixty, the child would have had of him almost exactly what James had had.
It had not been enough. James was standing in the proof of it.
“Calm yourself, James. I did not mean to distress you.” She patted his hand, released it, and leaned back against the pillows, smiling at her son.
It was not entirely true. She had meant it precisely, and she had aimed it, and she had watched it strike. She had not expected to mind it so much.
Then she thought of a girl in Northumberland who would be eighteen in the spring, and went on with it.
“I am not asking you to fall in love. I am asking you to do your duty. Find a suitable girl, one of good family, good health, adequate understanding. You need not adore her. You need only get an heir upon her and treat her with respect. It is what your father did. It is what his father did. It is what Sheffields have done for generations.”
“And were you content with that arrangement? A marriage of duty rather than affection?”
Something flickered in his mother’s eyes. A softness he rarely saw.
“I grew to love your father deeply,” she said quietly. “But I did not love him when we wed. I was seventeen, fresh from the schoolroom, terrified of the great Duke who had chosen me for reasons I did not understand. He was patient with me. Kind. He gave me time to know him, and in knowing him, I came to love him more than I had believed possible.”
She reached across the space between them and laid her hand upon his.
“Love is not the beginning, Jamie. It is the destination. But you must begin the journey, or you will never arrive.”
James turned his hand beneath hers, clasping her fingers gently.
“Your father has been dead eighteen months, and I have held my peace.” She noted his look of disagreement. “Yes, it is true, I attended the prior gatherings at your sister’s bidding. However, my heart was never engaged. I am a selfish creature and had no wish to lose you to another woman. You were my boy. Your father chastised me often for defending your wicked ways. He disliked my protection of you and made it known, after the many times he summoned you home to castigate your manner of living. I explained upon each occasion that you were only sowing wild oats. His answer to that was that you had far too many fields planted, and he wished some had been filled with rocks.”
She smiled at her wayward son. The Duke chuckled.
“Your father is gone, and you are no longer the insouciant marquess.” The Duchess sounded almost apologetic. “Indeed, you have been assiduous and diligent in your care of the estate business, of Parliament, and of me.”
James said nothing.
He had not known that anyone had noticed. He discovered, to his considerable annoyance, that it mattered to him a great deal that someone had.
“And if I find no one who suits?”
“Then you are not looking properly.” A hint of her former tartness returned.
“I do not think I can bear joining the marriage mart with all the young bucks. For God’s sake, I should be the one in his dotage there.” He raised his brows. “You can hardly expect me to resume haunting Almack’s, Mother. I have spent the better part of five years avoiding the place.”
“You need not haunt Almack’s for a bride. There are young ladies of quality who never set foot in those assembly rooms. Daughters of country gentlemen, girls who have been kept from the Season for one reason or another. What signifies is breeding, health, and a tolerable disposition.”
“And where does one find these other young ladies?”
“If you paid attendance to places other than the gaming hells and Newmarket—” She paused. “But that is neither here nor there.”
“You make it sound like purchasing a mare.”
“The comparison is not entirely inapt.” She smiled at his expression of distaste. “I am a practical woman, James. I do not expect you to find a grand passion. I expect you to find a suitable vessel for the next generation of Sheffields. If affection follows, so much the better. If not, you will survive. We all do.”
James withdrew his hand.
“You enjoy an advantage denied to many men. You have no need of a grand alliance, of additional estates, or of a dowry.” She held his gaze. “You are free to choose where other men cannot.”
He rose and crossed to the window. The gardens below were fading into autumn, the roses spent, the hedges browning at the edges.
“I shall consider it,” he said at last.
“That is all I ask.”
He turned back to find her watching him with an expression he could not quite decipher. Hope, perhaps, mingled with something sadder.
“There is one thing more,” she added, almost as an afterthought. “Your father made promises to certain men during his lifetime. Political debts, favours owed. Some of those men have daughters.”
“You appear to speak of someone in particular.”
“No. No one in particular.”
She had answered too quickly, and she had looked at the fire while she said it, and his mother had never in her life needed to look anywhere but at the person she was addressing.
James waited.
“I merely observe that duty and opportunity sometimes fall together in unexpected ways.” She settled her shawl about her shoulders. “If you found yourself at a loss where to begin, you might consider whether any of those obligations could be… mutually discharged.”
James arched a brow. “Mutually discharged?”
“Indeed. I am certain you have bargained for votes in the Lords, have you not?”
“Dukes do not bargain,” James returned coolly. “Least of all for a wife.”






  
  CHAPTER 3

Northumberland, Late August 1823


Victoria sat perfectly erect beside the window with The Times spread on the table before her. Her countenance was serious, her brow furrowed.
Miss Lindqvist knew something was wrong before Victoria spoke. The pale lock beside her cheek was wound tightly around one finger.
“They are dead.”
Miss Lindqvist set aside her correspondence.
“Who?”
“The settlers.” Victoria looked down at the paper. She read the account again although there was no need. She remembered the earlier one. Every word of it.
“The settlement of Poyais appears to have no foundation in reality,” Victoria read aloud. “Many of the unfortunate emigrants have already perished.” She laid down the paper and looked up at Miss Lindqvist. “The prosperous settlement described the previous year had not awaited them. The promised buildings, roads and cultivated land were nowhere to be found. Disease had followed deprivation. Men, women and children died.” She paused. “They said the land was fertile.”
“So they did.”
“They said there was a settlement.”
“Yes.”
“There was not.”
“No.”
Victoria released the lock of hair and smoothed it absently. “How can both accounts have been printed?”
“Because the first was believed.”
“But it was not true.”
“No.”
“Then why believe it?”
Miss Lindqvist regarded her for a moment. “Because people sometimes believe what they most wish to be true.”
Victoria looked back at the newspaper. “That does not alter what is true.”
“No.”
“Then wishing seems a very poor method of determining anything.”
“It generally is.”
Victoria folded the newspaper along its crease. “Did the men who invested money in it know?”
“Some may have suspected. Some undoubtedly did not.”
“Apparently, they did not gather the facts.” Victoria rose from her chair and stared out of the window.
“It seems so.”
“General MacGregor lied.”
The governess hesitated. “It appears as much.”
“Are there many people who do so?” Victoria turned and met her teacher’s eye.
They stood in silence, and the student drew a heavy breath. The teacher did the same.
Miss Lindqvist lowered her eyes, then raised them and caught Victoria’s searching look. “I fear there are many.”
Victoria nodded quickly and turned back to the window. “And they most assuredly did not look at a map.”

      [image: ]London, October 1824
The gaming hell known as Crawford’s occupied handsome premises on St James’s Street, its façade as respectable as any gentleman’s club, its interior as disreputable as any could wish. Here, the sons of England’s finest families gathered to wager fortunes on the turn of a card, the roll of the dice, the speed of a horse. Reputations were won and lost between sunset and dawn, estates changing hands with no more ceremony than a scrawled vowel and a handshake.
James Sheffield, sixth Duke of Ratcliffe, occupied his customary position at the hazard table, a glass of brandy at his elbow and a pile of winnings before him.
“Must Fortune forever smile upon you, Ratcliffe?” Thomas Worthington, Duke of Derbyshire, tossed the dice upon the baize with a theatrical groan.
“I have never discouraged her attentions.” The corners of James’s lips curved upwards.
“A pact with the devil, more like it,” said Richard Hawthorn, Earl of Gillford.
“We remain on civil terms.” James collected his winnings with lazy satisfaction. “He permits me to prosper in exchange for my immortal soul. A fair bargain, I thought.”
“Your soul was forfeit years ago,” Richard observed drily. “I doubt Old Nick would find much value in it now.”
“You wound me, Gillford.”
“The truth often does.”
Laughter rippled round the table. James signalled for another bottle and settled back in his chair, surveying the room with the easy assurance of a man entirely at home.
His gaze wandered towards a knot of young gentlemen gathered about one of the card tables. Several appeared scarcely old enough to have left the schoolroom.
“Do you find the patrons of this establishment grow younger with each passing year?” he enquired.
Thomas emptied what remained of his brandy before extending his glass towards the fresh bottle. “No, old friend. We are merely growing older.”
“Speak for yourself, Derby.” James replenished the three glasses. “I do not feel a day above five-and-twenty.”
Richard regarded the youthful company over the rim of his glass. “I daresay they are wondering when we intend to vacate the room and leave the gaming to our betters.”
Thomas laughed outright. “If they possess half the assurance we did at their age, they are already wondering why three antiquities continue to occupy the finest table in Crawford’s.”
James gave an affronted grunt. “Should one of the whelps prove impertinent enough to suggest it, he may find himself measuring the floor.”
“No fear of that,” Richard replied, his mouth twitching. “At least one of them is certain to know your reputation in the square. Self-preservation is a powerful tutor.”
James’s expression softened into a grin. “A jackanapes deep in his cups is not generally celebrated for exercising sound judgement.”
Thomas chuckled into his glass. “Then perhaps one will oblige us. It would be almost like old times.”
They laughed together, casting another idle glance towards the cluster of green youths before their attention drifted elsewhere.
In the far corner, a voice thickened by brandy and loud enough to carry the length of the room cut across the comfortable murmur of Crawford’s.
“Damn MacGregor to hell!”
The three friends glanced round as the latest roll of the dice came to rest on aces.
“Do either of you know that fellow?” James murmured.
“The sweating one by the pillar.” Richard shook his head.
Thomas glanced across, then swiftly away. “Kensington. Baron Kensington.”
The Baron slammed his glass upon the baize. “Poyais! A paradise, they said. Fertile lands and endless profits.” He laughed bitterly. “I should have known better than to trust a Scotsman.”
The men about him offered nodding heads and murmurs of commiseration.
“But I shall recover,” the corpulent gentleman continued, signalling for another drink. “I always do. I yet have… assets.”
A thin gentleman with a pockmarked face arched a brow. “Surely not land? I heard Kens—”
“Not land.” The words came sharp, cutting the man short. “Something a good deal more valuable.”
“More valuable than land?” the pockmarked gentleman interjected.
“Precisely.” He drained his fresh glass in a single swallow. “And that is all you shall have of me tonight.”
Thomas leaned towards James. “The Baron fell on hard times after the Poyais swindle; lost nearly everything. I am surprised they still admit him.”
“His credit holds?”
“Barely. He has been putting it about that he has some scheme to restore his fortunes, but no one pays him much heed.” Thomas lowered his voice. “And there are rumours about how he treats his household. Nothing proven, but…”
James studied the Baron a moment longer, then dismissed him from his thoughts.
The Baron continued holding court at his table.
“Come, Kensington. A name, at least.”
“What is your price?” The pockmarked man leaned forward with unseemly interest.
“Your blood ain’t blue enough, nor your pockets deep enough, my friend.” He smiled, a mirthless stretching of lips, and said nothing further. 

      [image: ]The hour grew late, and one by one the gamblers drifted away, leaving the corpulent gentleman slumped over the table, muttering into his cups as his glance darted about the room. His ill-favoured face shone with perspiration. His small, reddened eyes remained fixed upon the hazard table, upon James specifically, with an intensity that bordered upon the unseemly. No one took notice when he finally slipped from the club out into the night.
By four o’clock, James had won more than he had lost, as usual.
“I believe I shall retire,” James announced, rising and stretching the stiffness from his shoulders. “Before my luck turns, or you empty your pockets entirely.”
“Wise man,” Richard grumbled. “Some of us have wives who will note our absence if we do not return soon.”
“Andovir has not shown his face at Crawford’s in a twelvemonth,” Thomas said. “Olivia is increasing again. He writes that he is entirely content, which I consider sinister.”
James, who was godfather to all four of them, did not consider it sinister in the least. “A fate I have thus far avoided.”
“Not for much longer, if rumour holds.” Thomas grinned. “Word has it your mother summoned you to Belmont to discuss the succession. Did she wave prospective brides before you like an auctioneer at Tattersall’s?”
“Nothing so crude. She merely reminded me of my advancing years and declining prospects.” James collected his hat and gloves from a waiting footman. “I assured her I would give the matter my gravest consideration.”
“Meaning you will ignore it entirely.”
“Meaning… I will consider it gravely… and then ignore it entirely.” He touched his hat in mock salute. “Gentlemen.”
The October night struck him like a blow as he stepped out into St James’s Street. Fog had rolled in from the Thames, turning the gas lamps into hazy aureoles and muffling the distant clatter of carriages. James turned up his collar and set off towards the corner where his tiger waited with the curricle.
He had taken perhaps twenty steps when a voice emerged from the shadows.
“Your Grace.”
James paused, his hand moving instinctively towards the sword-stick he carried. The fog parted to reveal the corpulent figure from the gaming room, Baron Kensington, his breath coming in laboured wheezes from the effort of pursuit.
“You have me at a disadvantage, sir,” James said coolly.
“Kensington.” The Baron executed something approximating a bow. “I knew your father, Your Grace. We were… associates of a sort.”
“Were you?”
“Your father frequently availed himself of my influence in the Lords.”
“My father enlisted the support of many men.”
“He acknowledged the obligation.”
“I cannot be expected to honour every debt he incurred.”
“This is no ordinary debt.” The Baron’s small eyes glittered in the lamplight. “I helped secure votes for three of his most contentious bills. Without me, they would never have passed a second reading. He spoke of repaying it in full. But then…”
“He died.”
“Yes.” The Baron showed his teeth in something that was not quite a smile. “Most inconvenient for us both.”
James did not answer him at once.
He had discovered, in eighteen months, that there was a use for the manner men called ducal. It could be put on as one put on a coat, and it kept a man’s hands where they belonged.
And there was this, which was worse. He had no notion whether a word of it was true. Three contentious bills, votes secured in the House, an obligation acknowledged; of all that he knew precisely nothing. Eighteen months, and men were still coming to him out of the fog with claims his father had never mentioned, and he was expected to take their word for it.
James regarded him with distaste.
“What is it you want?”
“Only what I am owed, Your Grace. A consideration. A… mutually beneficial arrangement.”
“I am not in the habit of conducting business in alleyways at four o’clock in the morning. If you have a legitimate claim against the estate, you may present it to my solicitor.”
James turned to go, but the Baron’s next words arrested him.
“I have a daughter.”
The Duke did not turn back. “My condolences.”
The Baron stepped towards him, his voice low.
“She is not yet eighteen. Beautiful, uncommonly so. Hair like moonlight, eyes like the Baltic Sea. And untouched. Pure as the day she was born.”
Now James did turn, his expression hardening. “If you are proposing what I believe you are proposing—”
“Only a mutually beneficial arrangement.” The Baron’s voice had taken on an oily quality. “Word has reached me that Your Grace seeks a bride but has little taste for the theatre of Almack’s. This would be a marriage of convenience. You require an heir; I require… assistance. My daughter is of suitable breeding, excellent health, and entirely biddable. She has been raised in the country, away from society’s corrupting influences. She knows nothing of the world, nothing of men. A blank slate, upon which you might write whatever you wish.”
“You speak of her as though she were livestock.”
“I speak of her practically, as one man of the world to another.” The Baron moved closer, lowering his voice to a confidential murmur. “Your Grace, I am not blind. I know of your… arrangements. Your particular friend in Hereford Street. A man of your tastes requires a wife who will not interfere, who will provide heirs and otherwise remain invisible. My daughter is precisely such a creature. Install her at one of your country estates, visit her when duty requires, and continue your London life without interruption. She will never complain. She has been trained not to.”
The words hung in the fog-thick air, repellent and compelling in equal measure.
James should have walked away. And yet…
Duty and opportunity sometimes fall together in unexpected ways.
“Trained,” James repeated flatly. “What precisely do you mean by that?”
“Only that she has been raised to obedience. She understands her place. She will do as she is told without question.” The Baron’s smile widened. “I have made certain of it.”
Something cold settled in James’s chest. He thought of Elvinia. Of Emily. Neither would have borne such treatment for five minutes. The notion of crushing such vitality into silent compliance sickened him.
And yet, a wife who would not interfere. Who would remain in the country, producing heirs upon command, while he continued his comfortable London existence with Diana. No scenes. No demands. No disruption.
Dukes do not bargain.
He had said it in September, in a warm room, with the certainty of a man who had never once been asked.
“I will consider it,” he heard himself say.
The Baron’s eyes lit with triumph. “You will not regret it, Your Grace. I shall have my man send the particulars: her lineage, her accomplishments, the terms I would find acceptable. You will see that I am offering exceptional value.”
“I said I would consider it. I have promised nothing.”
“Of course, of course.” The Baron was already backing away, bobbing his head like a servant anticipating a vail. “Take all the time you require. But do not delay too long. A girl’s innocence is a fleeting commodity, and I have other interested parties. Men of lesser… refinement, of course.”
He melted into the fog, leaving James alone upon the damp cobblestones.
James strode towards his waiting curricle, his boots striking the stones with more force than necessary.
At the corner, he paused. Turned. The fog had swallowed the alley whole; no sign of the Baron, no evidence the encounter had occurred at all. For a moment he wondered whether he had imagined it. A fever dream conjured by too much brandy and too little sleep.
But no. The man’s words clung to him like the damp night air.
He climbed into the curricle and gathered the reins, but did not signal his tiger to release the horses. He sat motionless, staring into the fog where the Baron had vanished.
Could it be this simple? 
Something surfaced then, out of a conversation half-heard at his club some weeks past, to which he had given no heed at the time. Kensington’s daughter. Beautiful creature, they say. Too beautiful to be his, if you take my meaning. There had been laughter after it.
Men of lesser refinement, of course.
Something turned uneasily in his chest.

      [image: ]Northumberland, September 1824
Miss Victoria Edwards no longer required reminding how to enter a room, receive an introduction, pour tea, descend a staircase, address a duchess, or refuse an impertinent question without appearing to have done so.
Miss Lindqvist nevertheless continued to remind her.
“Your shoulders.”
Victoria drew herself up. “My shoulders were perfectly correct.”
“They are now.”
Victoria turned from the window. “You have become excessively particular.”
“I have always been excessively particular.”
“That is true.”
Miss Lindqvist looked at her.
Ten years had transformed the little girl who once clung to Nurse’s skirts into a young woman who stood with quiet grace and spoke with an assurance she herself did not recognise.
No education conducted principally within the walls of a Northumberland estate could supply experience of society. Victoria understood rank but had never watched it operate across a crowded ballroom. She knew the rules governing courtship but had never been courted. She understood marriage settlements better than many married women and understood almost nothing of marriage.
She could identify desire in a novel.
Miss Lindqvist doubted she would recognise it if it stood before her.
The post arrived shortly after luncheon in late September. One letter bore a hand Miss Lindqvist had known for ten years. She took it upstairs before breaking the seal. The Duchess had written regularly throughout Victoria’s education, sometimes with instructions, sometimes with questions and increasingly to request Miss Lindqvist’s judgement rather than issue her own.
Events, Her Grace wrote, might shortly alter Victoria’s circumstances. Nothing was yet certain, and she particularly requested that Victoria not be troubled by possibilities which might come to nothing. Miss Lindqvist was to continue her preparations. Particular attention should now be paid to those accomplishments and forms required of a young woman entering London society. Near the end was a line which caused Miss Lindqvist to pause.
Her Grace confessed herself much amused by the latest account of Victoria’s continuing quarrel with The Mirror of the Graces. She feared no volume intended for the instruction of young ladies had ever been written with Miss Edwards particularly in mind.
Miss Lindqvist smiled. Then she read the final paragraph.
Her smile faded.
She folded the letter and placed it in the small, locked box where she kept the Duchess’s correspondence.
She said nothing to Victoria.
The second letter arrived a few weeks later.
It bore the Baron’s seal.
Miss Lindqvist broke it standing beside her writing desk. There were no enquiries concerning his daughter. No request for an account of her progress. There never had been. Miss Lindqvist could be teaching her about South American frogs for all the Baron cared.
Only instructions.
Miss Edwards was to be made ready to leave Northumberland and conveyed to Edwards Place, Berkeley Square, upon the date specified. Her clothing and personal effects were to be packed for an extended residence in London. The housekeeper had been informed of their arrival and would receive her. Expenses for the journey might be submitted to his secretary. Miss Lindqvist read the final sentence.
Upon Miss Edwards’s delivery to Edwards Place, your engagement will be concluded. Nothing further will be required of you.
She read it again.
From the adjoining room came the faint sound of a page turning.
Miss Lindqvist folded the Baron’s letter precisely along its original creases. For ten years she had taught Victoria that everything possessed its proper place.
A lady’s hands. Her shoulders. Her voice. Her emotions. Even grief must be put somewhere before one entered a drawing room.
Miss Lindqvist placed the Baron’s letter beside the Duchess’s.
For the first time in ten years, she could not determine where to put her own.
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