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        The Duplicate Duke

        By

        Aubrey Wynne

      

      

      

      In a country far, far away…

      Lady Gwendolyn Beaumaris and her brother have been known as the Bernard twins since their father’s death. Fearful that their grandfather, the Duke of Shackerley, would take her son, Gwen’s mother relocates them in Boston where she had family. At nineteen, Gwen and her mother have been waiting to hear from her brother, who is trying to make his fortune in the timber trade. Down to their last pennies, a wealthy middle-aged merchant comes to the rescue with a marriage proposal for Miss Downing.

      The brass ring is so close…

      Lord Wickton has worked tirelessly the past five years to bring honor back to the family name. His father’s debts have been paid, and he is now returning the entailed estate to working order. When the viscount learns he is the heir presumptive to his great uncle’s dukedom, it seems fortune is knocking at his door. But his honor and desire for family compels him to make one more attempt to find the heir apparent.

      A comedy of errors…

      When English investigators arrive with a letter announcing that Gwen’s brother is the new Duke of Shackerley, mother and daughter come up with a desperate plan: Gwendolyn will impersonate her twin and assume the dukedom until her brother can be located. But their confidence soon dwindles when the sinfully handsome Wickton meets them at the dock, and Gwen is hopelessly smitten.

      A tale of love, deception, and the power of fate will entangle a desperate viscount with a daring female. Can he forgive her charade, or will he snuff out the burning passion that rages in her heart?

      A sweet Regency romance
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        Late February 1818

        Northern England, near the border

      

      

      

      Miles, Viscount Wickton bent low to hear the dying man’s words. He clutched a signet ring in his bony hand, pushing it at Miles.

      “Take it,” the Duke of Shackerley rasped, his pale face ghostly in the darkened bedchamber. “You’re my heir. You will be the next duke.”

      “I am hoping you recover, Uncle,” Miles said, taking the heavy piece of jewelry. Great-uncle to be precise. His grandfather’s brother.

      “If you’re ever…” The duke drew in a shallow breath. “In need of… anything—” The old man succumbed to a bout of coughing. “They will help.”

      Who will help? Miles didn’t foresee any trouble except finding his cousin, the true heir to Shackerley Place. But the long-lost marquess had not been seen or heard of in over twenty years.

      “I’ll keep it safe.” He tucked the heavy piece inside his coat and sat back down in his chair. The room was lit by a large fire, the huge tester bed and its curtains casting eerie shadows across the room. No windows were open, drapes were pulled, and the heat was suffocating. Miles pulled at his cravat as he stared at the pile of blankets and the counterpane, practically burying the man in fleece.

      A bloodhound lay beside the man, one long ear flopped upon his master’s belly. His uncle stroked the liver-colored dog. “I thought we’d grow old together, Harry. I apologize for leaving you so soon.”

      Harry? Was he talking to his dead heir? “I shall try to find your son.” No! he thought. The demmed dog is Harry.

      Shackerley shook his head. “Gone.”

      “We must be certain⁠—”

      “Dead to me!” These words came out with surprising force, considering his uncle’s condition.

      The hound whined and licked the duke’s gnarled hand.

      “Yes, yes, I understand.” But he didn’t. How could anyone name their dog after someone and still hold a grudge for over two decades? “You must rest now.” Miles patted his great-uncle’s hand, the parchment-like skin cold to the touch. It won’t be long, he thought with a sigh.
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      Mr. Garner woke Miles early the next morning. A maid followed behind to start a fire in the hearth.

      “My lord, I believe he has passed,” the butler said with a bow. His silver hair was a bit mussed, his cravat not tied perfectly. The deep purple beneath his eyes told of the long vigil he must have spent over his employer during the night. It was the first time he had seen the man step out of his role of austere servant.

      Miles met the physician an hour later, who confirmed the death. “I will notify the local magistrate. Is there anything I can do for you, my lord?”

      “I don’t believe so, but I thank you. His papers should be in his study and in proper order, according to his solicitor.” Miles walked the doctor to the entry hall. “Please let the magistrate know I will be here for at least a few weeks.”

      “Certainly. And my condolences.” The physician put on his hat and trotted down the portico steps.

      Miles stood a long time in the doorway, gazing out on the expansive courtyard and front lawn. It was a beautiful and extensive estate, close to the border, with a generous annual income. He should be thrilled to be inheriting the title and property. He’d worked hard enough restoring his own after his father was almost ruined by bad investments during the war.

      That was behind him now, and Wickton House and the estate’s profits were increasing each year. Not that he couldn’t use the wealth of the dukedom, but he was no longer knee-deep in debt and had paid off the last of the vowels two years ago. He loved his country seat, the childhood memories there, the camaraderie of the tenants and villagers at the annual harvest gathering. It was also closer to London, where he took his seat in the Lords seriously.

      He meandered into the library, his hands clasped behind his back as he studied the shelves of books. There had not been much time for reading over the past five years, though Miles enjoyed print of any kind. He’d had to suffice with newspapers and a few agriculture and animal husbandry books. Now he might have time to indulge himself. After looking through his great-uncle’s estate ledgers.

      Two hours later, he shut the leather-bound book with a soft thud, and stood, straightening his waistcoat. His uncle had spoken the truth. A copy of a report had been in a drawer, telling of the death of the Marquess of Greystone, the duke’s estranged son. A gravesite had been found in Quebec with his name.

      He peered at the dark storm clouds gathering over the distant hills as fat drops of rain splattered against the window panes. A fitting day for death. Miles wondered about the marquess’s wife. The stone had called him husband and father. There was a second report detailing the search for the marchioness, but she had disappeared. It seemed after several years, the duke had ended the investigation.

      “Is there anything I can get you, my lord?” asked Garner from the door.

      Miles looked over his shoulder and shook his head. “No, thank you. If there is no one else expected, I would suggest you take the afternoon off and get some sleep. I’m sure there’s a footman who can take over.”

      The butler opened his mouth to disagree, but Miles stayed him with a hand. “You won’t be any good to me if you’re exhausted. And considering the extra duties I’ve just inherited, I will be depending on you and the steward.”

      Relief washed over the older man’s haggard face. “Yes, my lord. I will send the housekeeper in with tea.”

      Miles nodded, then remembered a note on his great-uncle’s desk. “Wait, Garner.” He called back the butler. “I am supposed to contact the Duke of Cranbrook with any questions. It has something to do with the ring my uncle gave me. Is Cranbrook’s estate close?”

      “His Grace is our neighbor,” answered Garner. “He also is head of the duke’s association that is behind the signet. I am sure a courtesy call to relay the news of your uncle’s passing would be appreciated.”
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      The next day

      “Lord Wickton,” announced the footman.

      Miles entered the study and paused. It was a sumptuous room with thick Aubusson carpet, costly oak paneling, and an intricately carved desk large enough for Miles to sleep on. The desk was littered with books and papers, indicating the Duke of Cranbrook was not in his dotage. He had assumed the duke to be the same age as his great-uncle. This man was much older than Miles, but there was nothing aged about him. Besides the gray hair, his hazel eyes brightened with curiosity as Miles approached.

      “Shackerley’s nephew, I presume?” he asked in a booming voice, standing to hold out his hand. “Take a seat. Brandy?”

      The duke motioned to the footman, who immediately went to the sideboard to pour two brandies. When both men had been served, the footman silently backed away and closed the door.

      “I’m sorry to meet under these circumstances,” began Miles.

      “He’s gone, then, eh?” The duke obviously was used to getting straight to the point. “Good man, Shackerley. Stubborn, but he had integrity.”

      “Yes, Your Grace. He passed last night.” Miles sipped from the crystal glass, appreciating the good French liquor. “I⁠—”

      “Gave you the ring, I see.” The duke nodded at Miles’s right hand, the signet with the engraved WD resting on the fourth finger. “Good.”

      “What does the ring mean, exactly?”

      “WD is for Wayward Dukes. Many years ago, I thought it would be nice to have a small alliance… for dukes only. If one of our peers found himself in need of assistance, he could call on his fellow dukes, no questions asked. The ring will identify you to others.” Shackerley smiled. “Welcome to the club, Wickton. Though I should be calling you Shackerley.”

      Here was his opening. “Your Grace, I was wondering, to that end, if you might be able to help me.”

      The bushy gray brows furrowed as the duke nodded. “Certainly. You need only ask.”

      “Do you know any of the background between my great-uncle and my cousin? His son?” Miles didn’t like to gossip, but this was a different matter. He had to be sure there were no other legal heirs to the dukedom. It was a matter of honor.

      “The only foolish act Shackerley ever committed. Casting out your heir because of a woman. Nonsense.” Cranbrook leaned forward, the creases around his eyes deepening. “I told him to go after the boy. He could have found a way to get rid of the chit. Or ignored her. She may have been a good breeder and given him a dozen boys. Who knows?”

      Miles nodded. “I would like to. I can’t, in good conscience, take this title seriously until I’m absolutely positive my cousin is dead, and he had no sons.”

      “There was an investigation, not too long before Shackerley succumbed to his bed. I don’t know if he had second thoughts about his son, but I do believe he wondered about a grandson. The report said the Marquess of Greywood had died. A headstone had been discovered in Quebec, using the family name Beaumaris.” The duke smiled. “While your integrity is appreciated, it’s not necessary. Would you feel better if you traveled to Canada and saw it yourself?”

      “No, it’s not that… I saw the report. It’s the disappearance of his wife. She was never found. How do we know there were no offspring from the marriage?” It would haunt Miles until he knew for sure. He might have second cousins living unbeknownst to him.

      “Shackerley truly believed that Frenchwoman was only after the family coffers. As I said, if the stubborn man hadn’t let his temper get away, the whole situation might have resolved itself.” Cranbrook held up his glass, silently asking if Miles wanted another drink.

      With a nod, he handed over his glass. “You wouldn’t happen to know a good private investigator, maybe a Bow Street Runner, who would consider traveling to Quebec and poking around?” Miles wouldn’t feel guilty spending Shackerley’s money on such a venture since it would be the old man’s grandson who would benefit. If not, it would end up Miles’s blunt anyway.

      The duke paused in his pour for a moment, harrumphed, then finished pouring. As he handed Miles back his glass, he smiled. “As a matter of fact, I do know someone. An old Runner from Ireland who did some work for me years ago. He runs the O’Brien Investigative Services, sort of a family-run business. If anyone can find this possible heir, it would be one of his boys.”

      “Based in London?” asked Miles, already composing a letter in his mind.

      “Same house in Cheapside since he moved there over thirty years ago. Quite a character.” The duke sipped his brandy. “I’ll write you a letter of introduction. You can send it along with your inquiry. No use making a trip to London if he won’t take the case.”
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        Early April 1818

        Boston, Massachusetts

      

      

      

      Miss Gwendolyn Bernard tapped her boot on the oak boards of the dry goods store. Mama! Let’s go! But her mother continued speaking to the shopkeeper’s sister. Gwen turned from the bolts of cloth, wishing they could afford a few lengths of muslin for a new summer dress. Her present dress, once a lovely azure blue with a dark-blue ribbon accentuating the high waist, was now faded and accessorized with fraying cuffs and hem. She couldn’t take in the sleeves anymore without the length appearing too short.

      With a sigh, she turned to face the barrels of flour and gazed longingly at the shelf of sugar loaves wrapped in blue paper. Gwen preferred her tea and coffee strong and sweet, but they had gone through the monthly quota of sugar. Drinking the weak (they diluted it to make it last) bitter liquid did not start the day well.

      Gwen’s foot began tapping again. Her mother was taking an inordinately long time to finish her conversation with Mrs. Tarron. Patience. She looked across the counter at the owner, Mr. Barnaby, who was watching her mother with a strange look on his face. His craggy face wore a ridiculous smile as he smoothed a big, calloused hand through his thinning, dark hair. He had a nice face, Gwen thought, for an old man.

      “Are you enjoying the mild spring weather, Miss Downing?” The shop owner turned to face her, tugging his waistcoat over his slight paunch. “It’s certainly a fine day.”

      “Yes, Mr. Barnaby. It is, indeed.” She pretended to browse the selection of ribbons, consciously attempting to keep her foot still and avoid another dagger glare from Mama.

      “That violet ribbon would look real good on you. That color goes nice with your blonde hair and those big blue eyes,” said the shopkeeper. “I’ll cut you a length if you like.”

      Gwen’s head jerked up, and she narrowed her eyes at Mr. Barnaby over her shoulder. Her long locks were tied back with an old leftover strip of linen, and the weather was windy. She knew she looked a bit of a mess. “I’m sorry to say I can’t buy anything today.” Her stomach grumbled, and she frowned at her middle. She’d rather he offered her something to eat.

      “It would be my treat.” Mr. Barnaby walked from behind the counter, grabbing a large pair of scissors as he came around. He measured several hand lengths and cut the satin material. “There you go.”

      “Why, thank you, sir,” she said, wondering what he was up to. Why the compliments and a gift? “I can pay you when my br⁠—”

      “Don’t you worry your pretty little head about it, now,” he replied, his kind brown eyes twinkling. He folded the length of ribbon and went back behind the counter, finding a piece of paper to wrap it in. “I was wondering…”

      And then it hit her—like an ax smacking a tree trunk. He was courting her. Was the funny look he’d given Mama because he wondered if she would agree to his courtship? A knot twisted in her stomach. Did he know how desperate they were? Perhaps he was being kind. He and her mother had been friends for years.

      “Miss Bernard,” he began again, “do you think Mrs. Bernard would mind if I came to visit this evening?” When she gave him a blank stare, he mustered, “Or another night if it’s more convenient.”

      He did want to court her. For the love of Hercules, there had to be at least thirty years separating them. Her stomach growled again. Perhaps the good Lord was sending them a horn of plenty in disguise. She looked up to find Mr. Barnaby giving her an odd look.

      “I’m afraid Tuesday is mending night after dinner,” she said evasively. His interest was unexpected, and she needed time to think about it. While she did need a husband, Gwen had hoped for someone closer to her age, a man who would win her heart.

      “I have an idea.” The shopkeeper grinned as if the cleverest notion had just come to him. “Why don’t I take the two prettiest ladies in Boston to dinner? Then you can still return home in time to finish your mending.”

      He must have heard her stomach growl. Regardless, she decided a good meal was a fast step toward capturing her heart at this point. With her brother gone for over a year now, their funds were dangerously low. They were rationing, and top priority had gone to necessities such as firewood and oil for the lamps, paper and ink for the countless letters they sent to Graham while receiving none in return. Food was minimal, and their cupboards were practically bare.

      “I would have to ask⁠—”

      “Merci, we would be honored to accept your gracious invitation, Mr. Barnaby,” her mother said behind her, the faint French accent still heard in certain words. “Shall we meet you somewhere, or would you prefer to collect us?”

      “I’d be honored to call upon you. Say, half past six?” The store owner’s face had slowly turned red as he faced Mrs. Bernard. “We could dine at the Boston Exchange if that would suit you.”

      Gwen’s eyes went wide. The Boston Exchange Coffee House and Hotel was the finest building in Boston, boasting seven stories with more than two hundred rooms. They would have a feast tonight.
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      “Mr. Barnaby is such a sweet man to ask us to dine with him. He knows a bit about our circumstances,” Mama said as they dressed for dinner. “No fancy talk about women and independence tonight.”

      Gwen rolled her eyes. “I think he’s interested.”

      “Oh?” Gwen could see Mama’s half smile in the mirror as she finished brushing her mother’s black hair and deftly twisted it into a smooth bun. At forty, she had only a few strands of gray, and her figure remained trim. “Did he say something?”

      “Yes, in so many words, he called me pretty, gave me ribbon without charging me, then asked about visiting tonight. I told him it was our darning night since we don’t have any refreshments to offer if he came.” She chuckled. “Then my stomach gurgled, and he asked us to dine with him instead.”

      “Oh,” her mother murmured, jabbing another pin into her chignon.

      The laughter died in Gwen’s throat as the smile faded from her mother’s lips. “Are you well?” she asked, concern flooding her chest. Mama had caught a fever in January and was still not back to full health yet. In fact, they still owed Dr. Robertson.

      “I’m fine, my dear.” She turned from the mirror and put an arm around Gwen.

      “Mama, have you heard from Mrs. Tetter? She mentioned needing a French tutor for her daughters. That would bring in some money.”

      “Non, but it’s only been a few days. That would be a godsend, wouldn’t it?” She absently straightened her daughter’s collar, her green eyes distant. “I had hoped…”

      The sound of horse hooves and carriage wheels crunched in the snow outside. “He’s here. And we haven’t had a chance to talk about what I should do if he wants to court me.”

      Her mother’s lips pressed into a thin line, then she took a deep breath. “At almost twenty years, I believe that is your choice to make. If he is interested, you will give it thought and decide what path to take. I will not influence you on matters of the heart.”

      Gwen snorted. “My heart has nothing to do with it. My stomach may fall madly in love with him though.” She smoothed her best linen dress, a bright green with white (a bit yellowed but almost white) lace along the square neckline, along the high waistline, and the hem.

      They met Mr. Barnaby in the entrance hall. “Miss Gwendolyn, Mrs. Bernard,” he said, removing his beaver hat and giving them a sweeping bow, sending his great coat swirling about his knees. “You both look divine.”

      He helped them both with their pelisses, talking about his day at the store. As they approached the carriage, Mr. Barnaby held his arm to her mother and helped her into the carriage first. Then he assisted Gwen, who sat opposite her mother. To her surprise, when the gentleman climbed in, he sat next to Mama. Gwen had thought he would sit next to her, but perhaps he was keeping with propriety. She pulled the curtain back and sat quietly looking out the window while Mama made pleasant conversation with the shopkeeper.

      The streets were muddy with chunks of snow that had not quite melted yet. Gwendolyn wasn’t sure which was worse. The mud and muck that never quite came out of her hems, or the dry summers when dust filled the air and seeped through the windows and into their clothes. That’s city life, her mother would always say to either situation.

      Carriages, wagons, and carts still filled State Street as they passed Cornhill Square. Mr. Barnaby deftly moved their conveyance between the others and soon turned off State onto Congress. On their right, the Exchange towered over the other buildings. Six marble pilasters guarded the front entrance, and Venetian windows lined the façade facing Congress. It was reported to be the tallest building in the country.

      They made their way inside, and Gwen marveled at the extravagance. Graham had taken her and Mama to the top floor once. The glass atrium had a spectacular view of the surrounding city. The thought of her brother pinched her heart a bit, wondering for the hundredth time if he would return soon.

      The meal and the conversation were superb. Gwen was certain she’d never had roasted chicken seasoned so well or cooked so perfectly. The bread and butter pudding afterwards almost made her moan with happiness. She found Mr. Barnaby to be quite entertaining when not behind the counter of the dry goods store. He teased Mama, making her blush and giggle, and continued to compliment Gwen. Though she wasn’t attracted to him at all, she did truly like the man. He was kind, had a fine sense of humor, and wasn’t stingy with his coin.

      “I am thankful for the company tonight, ladies,” said Mr. Barnaby as he walked them to the door of their home. He bowed over Gwen’s hand, then turned to her mother. He cleared his throat, bowing over Mama’s hand. Did his lips touch her glove? Goodness. Had he drank too much wine at dinner? “I hope we may do this again?”

      “Oui.”

      “Of course,” Gwen said at the same time her mother spoke.

      “A new tea arrived today that I haven’t tried yet. Might I bring some tomorrow and share it?” He glanced at Gwen and back at her mother. “Unless I’m being too forward, Mrs. Bernard?”

      The next two weeks included at least a half dozen visits from Mr. Barnaby, who always seemed to have some new edible import to share with his “favorite ladies.” At first, Gwen had wondered if the store owner was vying for both of them when he gave them equal attention. But men wanted sons, and Mr. Barnaby was a bachelor with no children. So of course, he wanted a family to carry on his business. However, it boded well for the future that he got along so well with Mama. For Gwen had decided when the gentleman asked her, she would agree to marry him. He had a profitable business, was well-respected in Boston, and would provide stability and financial security. She had to think of her and Mama’s future.

      Today was Sunday, and after the service, Mr. Barnaby had returned with them. Mama cooked dinner for them, a celebration for Gwen tutoring the three Miss Tetters. It was a dreary job, teaching three young girls with no interest or aptitude in the language, but the kitchen was stocked again with basic staples.

      She had just finished the lessons for the following week and joined Mama and Mr. Barnaby in the parlor for an evening of cards. The two were sitting beside one other on the settee. The shopkeeper was grinning broadly, and her mother appeared flushed. As she entered the room, Mr. Barnaby stood while her mother smoothed back her thick midnight waves.

      “I was just speaking to your mother about…” He glanced at Mrs. Bernard, then back at Gwen. “I wanted to ask you if you would be opposed to⁠—”

      A knock on the door interrupted the conversation. Thankful for the reprieve, Gwen rushed to the entry hall. He was about to propose. For the love of Hercules, couldn’t the man be a tiny bit more romantic?

      She answered on the second knock to find two strange men filling the doorway. Both had dark-brown hair and eyes, but one was of medium height while the other towered over his companion. Without thought, she took two steps back, hoping they were not bearers of bad news. Her stomach clenched.

      “Is this about Graham? Is he hurt? Is he alive?” Panic clawed at her throat, and she squeezed her hands into tight fists, ready for the worst.

      “We are presently searching for Graham Beaumaris, so I’m afraid we wouldn’t know his present condition,” said the shorter man. He sounded English. “May we speak with… your mother?”

      “Who are you?” demanded Mama in a stern voice. “What do you want?”

      “We have come on behalf of our client, Lord Wickton. He is searching for a possible heir to his great-uncle’s estate. The Duke of Shackerley passed recently.”

      Gwen turned to her mother, noting her white face. She looked back at the men. Why were they here talking about some lord and duke, and why did their presence upset Mama so?

      “Ezek—Mr. Barnaby, would you mind terribly if we ended the night early? I need to speak with these gentlemen.” Mama smiled up at him. “I believe this has to do with my departed husband.”

      “Are you sure you don’t want me to stay?” he asked, hovering over both ladies in a protective stance. “If you don’t know these men, I would be happy to remain.”

      Mama placed a hand on Mr. Barnaby’s arm. “Non, we will be fine. Please call on us again this Tuesday. We thank you for such a lovely day.”

      This seemed to mollify him, and Mr. Barnaby collected his coat and hat, gave the men a stern look, and left.

      “Please, come in,” she said to the gentlemen. They followed the ladies into the parlor. Once they were seated, she turned to the man who seemed to be in charge. “I’m afraid you’ve caught us unawares. I-I have not told my daughter of her father’s previous life.”

      Gwen’s stomach plunged with dread. Previous life? “What does that mean?”
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      “Let us introduce ourselves, my lady. I am Mr. Harry Walters, and this is Mr. Gus Rutland. We work for the O’Brien Investigative Services in London. Our client, the Viscount Wickton, is the great-nephew of the Duke of Shackerley.” He nodded at Gwen. “I’m sorry to have created an unpleasant situation.”

      Gwen noticed the slight gray at the man’s temples and, in the back of her mind, registered him as handsome. “Who is the Duke of Shackerley?”

      “He was your grandfather.” Her mother took Gwen’s hand, tears brightening her green eyes. “He and your father had a falling out over… me. We left for Quebec, and they never spoke again.”

      “My name isn’t Bernard?” Her throat swelled; she couldn’t breathe. “Who am I?”

      “The granddaughter of a duke. And a very wealthy one,” said the mammoth across from her. She hadn’t noticed his longer hair before, pulled back by a leather tie at his nape. He looked more fur trapper than investigator and good-looking in a brawny sort of way. “Our client does not want to assume the title if there is a possibility of a grandson.”

      “We traced you from Quebec to Boston. The name change put us off for a bit until we realized it was your maiden name, but we’ve found you. Do you know where your son is?”

      Mama shook her head. “Non, he left over a year ago to purchase land in Canada. He wants to start a timber business like his father hoped to do. But we haven’t heard from him in months.”

      Mr. Rutland gave Gwen an empathetic look, which seemed odd for a man so big and burly. “That’s why you thought we came with bad news.”

      She nodded, her mind a whirlwind with this news. She wasn’t Gwendolyn Bernard. Her mother wasn’t Mrs. Bernard. Her father had been heir to a dukedom? She blew out a loud breath and fell back against the settee.

      “Why don’t we give you time to discuss this with your daughter, my lady,” said Mr. Walters. “I will leave the packets from the viscount and the solicitor for you to read at your leisure. We’ll return tomorrow and discuss your situation further. I need to ascertain what you know about your son’s direction when he left.”

      Gwen looked at her mother, slack-jawed. My lady?

      When the Englishmen left, Gwen turned on her mother. “Is there anything else you haven’t told me?”

      Her mother studied her clasped hands resting in her lap. “There is.”

      Dread skittered down Gwen’s spine. Could it get any worse? Silly question.

      “I heard from my brother-in-law, your uncle,” she said quietly. “You know we’ve been living here rent-free since my sister died, and he left for… who knows where. He’s decided to continue traveling and will need funds, so he is selling the house. We will need to find another place to live.”

      Yes, it could always get worse. “So we must not only find a way to survive, but also pay rent?” Gwen’s stomach churned. “The tutoring will not cover that. We are barely getting by as it is. How long do we have?”

      “The solicitor’s instructions gave us at least a month. He will let us know when there is a prospective buyer.” Mama took a deep breath and pasted on a smile. “So really, this revelation about the inheritance is good news.”

      

      The next morning

      Gwen paced the worn parlor rug, still trying to come to grips with the news her mother was a marchioness and her brother a duke. According to Mama, she was Lady Gwendolyn Beaumaris. She was at once thrilled, relieved, and angry.

      “Does Graham know?” she asked, turning to her mother who was calmly reading a book and enjoying undiluted sweet tea, courtesy of Mr. Barnaby.

      Her mother nodded. “Oui, he does. He had to know for his own safety. I didn’t trust the duke not to kidnap him. Shackerley was a spiteful old man.”

      A knock at the door sent Gwen’s heart racing. The investigators were back. She answered the door, watching them with suspicion as her mother seated them in the parlor. She listened as her mother explained the last known destination of her son.

      “So when Harry—Lord Greywood—died, I was certain that nasty Englishman would come after my son. What was I to do? Just let him?” huffed her mother. “So I took back my family name of Bernard and found my sister in Boston. We’ve been here ever since.”

      “Lady Greywood,” said Mr. Walters, “our client is most anxious to see his relatives in their rightful place. He has no other motive.”

      “If your son is alive,” added Mr. Rutland, then giving the ladies a sheepish look of apology.

      “Wouldn’t I be the heir if my brother is…” Gwen swallowed. “I should be next in line.”

      “It doesn’t work that way, dear,” intervened her mother. “Only males can inherit.”

      Gwen huffed and crossed her arms over her chest. “That’s ridiculous. What about Queen Elizabeth?”

      “Different scenario, my lady,” said Mr. Walters. “When we find your son—because we will—the viscount will want you on the first ship to Liverpool.”

      “We assume both of you will want to accompany the duke.” Mr. Rutland gave his companion a side-glance. “This must be a shock. We apologize for the abruptness of our visit.”

      Mr. Walters added, “You may take the time while we are away to make arrangements for the house and gather what belongings you would like to bring to England.”

      “I’m afraid we have few matters to take care of,” said her mother. “We have no funds, and this house does not belong to us. It belongs to my brother-in-law.”

      “And he is… where?” asked Mr. Walters quietly.

      “I have no idea. My sister died three years ago. He was distraught, of course. The home he’d made with his wife held too many memories. After a year of mourning, he decided he would travel and left, allowing us to stay in the house.” Mama pressed her lips together into a thin line. “We hadn’t heard from him until a letter telling us he is selling this property.”

      “I’m sorry, ma’am,” said Mr. Walters, sincere sympathy in his dark-brown eyes. “Perhaps our timing is not so bad?”

      “And I’m sure Lord Wickton will provide the funds needed for your passage,” said Mr. Rutland.

      Gwen’s foot was tapping, and an idea was stirring around in her brain. She smiled at the gargantuan. “But what if my brother arrives while you are looking for him? Would it be wise to leave a bit with us, so we can be on our way? We could leave word here if that happened.”

      Mr. Walters and Mr. Rutland shared a look. The bigger man shrugged.

      “You wouldn’t snatch a pouch of coin and run with it, now would you?” asked Mr. Walters, his grin transforming his face. He was indeed a handsome man in a mature way. Oh, if only Mr. Barnaby had his looks.

      Gwen shook her head in earnest. How dare he suggest she was a thief! “Oh no, it would only be used for passage to England. Or rent if we must move sooner than expected.”

      “Or whatever your mother decides is a necessity,” added Mr. Walters gently, letting them know he was not averse to the ladies using some of the funds.

      Before the gentlemen left, they left a leather pouch of coin for emergency or if Graham returned before they did. Her mother explained if they were not at the house when the investigators’ return, to inquire at Barnaby’s Dry Goods Store. Mr. Barnaby would know their address. Gwen had also purposely steered any conversation away from the fact that she and her brother were twins. As soon as the door closed, Gwen twirled to face her mother. “Start packing, Mama. We aren’t waiting for Graham. This is fate telling us we have a new home, and I don’t have to marry a man my father’s age. I will be the Duke of Shackerley until Graham returns.”
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      Early June

      Onboard the Amity, docking at Liverpool

      

      Gwen wiped the salty spray from her face with a grin, squinting at the vague shoreline. She was thankful she didn’t have to try to tame her wild curls, now kept in a tight tail and tucked down her back. The cravat—how did men tolerate the suffocating neck cloth?—hiding the rest of her mane. But the trousers were heaven, and the long strides she was able to take in the boots. However, her first thrill at foregoing her corset had been dampened with the cloth that now bound her breasts. “Oh, Mama, I never thought I would enjoy the sea this much. It’s so… freeing!”

      “I’m happy for you,” her mother mumbled, who’d had a bout of seasickness for the entire journey. “My feet are anxious for dry land after a month of this swaying.”

      Poor Mama. She had tried to maintain propriety, keeping her toilette every day and her clothing and hair neat. Gwen was now a man, so she didn’t bother. She loved the possibilities of being male, not being told what to do, not being put down or ignored only because of her sex. This was the adventure of a lifetime, and she would enjoy every moment of it while it lasted.

      “So what is your plan if… if the worst happens,” asked Mama. “If you are convincing, do you plan to remain a duke for the rest of your days?”

      Gwen hadn’t thought that far. It didn’t matter. In her heart, she knew Graham was alive. She always knew when he was in danger; it was like they were two people yet one. “He’s fine, though I cannot foretell the future and know when he will return. But Mr. Walters and Mr. Rutland seemed very confident of their skills to find him.”

      “I don’t like this ruse,” said her mother stubbornly.

      “You didn’t have to come,” Gwen reminded her.

      “And let you cross the ocean by yourself? We don’t even have a servant to send with you,” huffed Mama. “What kind of mother would I be if I allowed you to go off to another country alone?”

      “Is it better that you lied to me most of my life?” She was still hurt that her mother had kept the truth from her and told her brother. And how had Graham kept it a secret from her when they had no secrets? But the pain in Mama’s eyes gave her pause.

      “I’m sorry. It’s just such a shock,” she said finally, giving her mother a tight hug.

      “I was alone and terrified the duke would steal your brother. I did what I had to in order to keep my children safe. I have no regrets.” She kissed the top of Gwen’s head. “I would give up anything for you and Graham.”

      Land came into view, and Gwen squealed, caught herself, and cleared her throat.

      “You’re fortunate you have a husky voice for a woman. Take care with your mannerisms,” warned her mother. “It was bad enough being destitute in Boston with friends close by. I don’t relish being alone in this godforsaken country without a soul to help us.”

      It was true. Gwen hadn’t considered that risk until the sails had set, and they couldn’t change their minds. She straightened her waistcoat, thinking of the notes they’d left behind. If Mr. Walters and Mr. Rutland found Graham, her brother would also find the letter explaining where they were once the men returned to Boston. Her mother had sent off a hurried note to Mr. Barnaby, so the kind man wouldn’t worry, also including copies of the letters to Graham and the investigators. Then to ensure their safety once in England, Gwen used the viscount’s address from one of the packets to inform him of their arrival.

      “I’m like Graham’s second skin. Unless someone sees me bathing, there is no way for us to be found out.” Gwen gazed out over the water, breathing in the spicy air, enjoying the cool breeze against her skin. In her heart, she knew she was on the right path. Her brain, however, liked to poke holes in her plan.

      After counting the coin in the pouch left by the investigators, they had decided to play their parts as beau monde and booked a well-appointed cabin. It had a skylight and enough room to dress with a small table for meals if they chose to eat in their room.

      Her mother had cried the first day, remembering her last voyage with Gwen’s father. “So much hope. Harry and I were so young and foolish. We didn’t understand what the world was truly like,” she’d sobbed on Gwen’s shoulder. “How I loved that man.”

      By that evening, Mama was so nauseated she couldn’t leave the cabin. Though she improved by the end of the voyage, she never ventured far from a dish or a rail she could lean over. Even with her seasickness, anticipation grew as they neared England.

      Now as the ship neared the dock, they both looked to the future and Gwen’s first glimpse of the English shore. The harbor was hectic with smaller boats, wagons, and crews loading and unloading shipments; Gwen’s heart raced with excitement as she watched the activity. She belonged here, felt it deep in her soul. Satisfaction filled her at the possibilities that lay before them. Until Lord Wickton met them at the dock.

      As they disembarked, Gwen spotted the same crest on a carriage that she’d seen on the envelope. A gold W engraved on a silver shield, flanked by two peregrine falcons. It made her wonder what the Shackerley coat of arms looked like. A broad-shouldered man wearing a great coat of derby brown and a beaver hat stood near the gangway, peering at the departing occupants. Somehow, she knew it was the viscount. His dark-brown hair had hints of gold, as if sun-kissed, combed back and cut just at the collar, above which was a square chin. She waved at him, certain it was Lord Wickton, and their eyes met. His were light-brown, almost the color of a good brandy.

      Then he smiled and her world turned upside down.
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      Miles had been surprised he’d heard news so quickly. A letter from the Peelers Investigative Service had stated there were two offspring. A boy and a girl. Walters and Rutland had followed a trail from Quebec to Boston, where the late heir’s wife had family. The marchioness had adopted her maiden name, Bernard, making it more difficult to locate her.

      The next missive came from Graham Beaumaris, the new Duke of Shackerley. He pulled the letter from his pocket, reading the fine sprawling handwriting.

      Dear Lord Wickton,

      I would like to thank you for your diligent and successful search to find me. I understand my grandfather is gone, and as you know, my father has passed, leaving me the heir to the Shackerley dukedom. I will sail on the next packet, the Amity, arriving in Liverpool in early June. If it is not too inconvenient, we would appreciate someone meeting us at the dock. I will be accompanied by my mother.

      We are looking forward to meeting family, for we’ve so few relatives to call upon.

      Your hopeful cousin,

      Graham Beaumaris

      
      Miles had studied the portraits at Shackerley Place. Would this man resemble his father? It would make it easier to identify him. He hoped the crest on the carriage would confirm his presence to meet them.

      Approaching the gangway, he watched the hectic activity on deck. He’d arranged earlier to have his cousins’ luggage brought to his coach. The crews were moving trunks, supplies, and a variety of shipments, including livestock. The docks were always chaotic, but there was a system for debarking. The wealthier passengers would be first, followed by those in steerage. When the poorer passengers appeared, he quickly scanned the deck to see who was left. A slight young man with dark-blond hair, dressed in slightly outdated clothes, waved as he scanned the crowd. He had a similar countenance to the late heir, strongly resembling the portrait Miles had seen in the gallery at Shackerley Place. He assumed the dark-haired woman next to the duke was his mother, the marchioness.

      With a sigh of relief, he waved back and caught his cousin’s gaze. The young man smiled, lighting up his face, and Miles liked him immediately. The mother and son made their way to the shore, Lady Greywood behind the duke. As they stepped onto solid ground, her lids fluttered, her face turning white. Miles stepped up and caught her as she fainted.

      Scooping the woman up in his arms, he said over his shoulder, “Your Grace, it is good to meet you in person.” He nodded at the woman in his arms. “The sea does not agree with her?”

      His cousin smiled, showing straight white teeth and a tiny dimple in his right cheek. “I’m afraid she’s been ill the entire voyage. I don’t think she’ll venture across the water again until some new mode of transportation is invented.”

      “We have some brilliant scientists, but that may be quite a wait.” Miles nodded toward the coach. “Let’s get out of this throng. I have arranged for rooms at a nearby hotel with good brandy and a hot meal waiting.”

      He gently laid the marchioness on the carriage bench. When she stirred, Lord Wickton patted her hand. “All will be well, my lady. We will get you something to eat and a bed to sleep in that doesn’t rock back and forth. You’ll be back to yourself in no time.”

      The woman blinked, gasped, then searched for her son. “Where is… What happened?”

      “Your son is behind me, and you fainted. I was able to catch you, so I’m happy to say no injuries occurred.” He took a flask from his pocket. “Would you like a drink? It’s strong but very smooth.”

      “My s-son?” Lady Greywood looked over Miles’s shoulder. “Oh, my son,” she said, taking a healthy swallow before closing her eyes again.

      Miles sat on the opposite bench, joined by his cousin. He gave the ceiling several loud knocks, and the carriage lurched forward. The new duke leaned toward his mother to steady her as she rolled perilously near the edge of the blue velvet-covered seat, then leaned his head back against the soft squabs.

      “Thank you for meeting us, Miles,” he said, fatigue evident in his face. “It’s been quite an adventure so far.”

      Miles was surprised at the use of his given name. However, being raised away from England, he assumed the ton’s protocol didn’t reign supreme in America. “It’s my pleasure, Your Grace.”

      As the carriage rumbled through the streets of Liverpool, mixing with fine conveyances, hackneys, wagons, and carts, Miles studied his cousin. Smooth unblemished skin spoke of his youth. How old was he? Nineteen or twenty? He was slender and of medium height for a man, just a half head or so shorter than Miles. His dark-blonde hair had lighter streaks running through it, tied back and tucked into his cravat, longer than the London fashion. The duke would have much to learn before being presented to society.

      “Please, call me Graham,” said his cousin with a smile.

      “I would be happy to, in private,” agreed Miles. Graham was a handsome man, in an odd way. He wasn’t quite masculine, probably due to his age, yet not effeminate. “Our societal constrictions may be a bit more confining than what you are used to.”

      Lady Greywood sat up, covered a yawn, then nodded. “Oui, I’m afraid I haven’t educated him on the rules. I shall begin immediately.” She leaned forward and patted her son’s knee. “You really should call him Wickton, my dear. Dropping ‘Lord’ still provides an intimacy without using his given name. And he would most likely be more comfortable calling you Shackerley once the matter is settled.”

      “Settled?”

      Miles noted the marchioness’s slight French accent, then explained, “Yes, you still need to be recognized as the true heir. We will submit the needed documents to the Attorney General. Once he has confirmed their authenticity, you will legally be the Duke of Shackerley. There is nothing wrong with using the title now since we shouldn’t have any impediments, according to my research and the investigation by O’Brien’s men.”

      His cousin went pale as he addressed his mother. “We have documents?”

      “The marriage contract, of course, and a family bible given to your father by his mother. Your birth is recorded in it, along with your sister.” The marchioness cast her emerald-green eyes on Miles. “Will that be sufficient?”

      “I believe so, added to the timeline I’ve created and the engraving on the marquess’s gravestone of husband and father.” Miles grinned at his cousin. “Once you have the social protocol down, I think you’ll be quite popular. The half-English duke raised in America and born from a forbidden love match.”

      “It does sound romantic,” murmured Shackerley. “How odd. My life has been quite the opposite until now.”

      “Well, I hope it’s a change for the better.” Miles peered out of the carriage. “Here’s the hotel. I arranged for your rooms to be together, and a cold repast and hot water for a bath will be sent up as soon as we arrive. We will meet tonight for dinner in a private dining room.”

      “That sounds wonderful. You are too kind,” said Shackerley, adding with an impish grin
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