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      One family united by loss, driven to find love…

      

      Dundee, Scotland  1790

      

      Roderick Maddox, fourth Duke of Manchester, stood at the helm of his newly acquired ship, and surveyed the river inlet he was steadily maneuvering. He was about to visit his Oxford chum, Reginald Alban, the third of five brothers, the sixth Alban a sister. She was the real reason for his visit. Reginald’s eldest brother, Stone, held a Scottish earldom but had been wildly successful using their coastal land to run a shipping company, among other endeavors. The Albans had become one of the richest families in all of Scotland.

      That reason alone made Lady Delia a wise choice as a prospective bride. Though the wedding would not be held for at least five years as Lady Delia was only thirteen. Beyond her wealth, however, Reginald had told him, with a twinkle in his eyes, that Delia was one of the few ladies on the island capable of mending Roderick’s ways. After all, she held five older brothers in check. And his ways, in truth, were in need of mending. After the passing of his father, he’d found himself in charge of a dukedom, and its less-than-stellar assets, but without much direction or knowledge of how to improve them. Nor was he terribly popular with the ton. A few trysts with questionable ladies had given him quite the reputation—not that he cared.

      Even if she could not tame him, he was certain starting a shipping company with the Alban brothers definitely would; and so he was off to meet his prospective bride and her family. Should all go well, he would enter into business with the men when he married their sister.

      His navigational skills were improving by the day and he reckoned one more bend and he would reach their private docking harbor. It was essential he master this skill if he were to join their shipping business as the southern branch. The river narrowed slightly and the water moved faster. Large rock faces jutted up on either side of him, making him feel closed in, almost claustrophobic.

      Just up ahead, he noticed several men standing on one precipice of the cliff. He smiled, recognizing Reginald instantly. But the smile died on his face. There was an oddness to their behavior. Shoulders hunched, they paced, nearly running into one another, their eyes trained down, closer to the water.

      He followed their gazes until his eyes reached an overhang halfway down the cliff where a small figure crouched on the narrow ledge. His gut clenched, the little one was too far down for the men to reach. Moving swiftly toward them, he watched as Reginald and two other men attempted to lower someone down. He looked to be a teenager, thin and lightweight, but he had barely been lowered below the lip of the cliff when a shower of rocks rained down, splattering the water and the ledge on which the child rested.

      The little head lifted and terrified eyes met his. His heart raced faster. A girl with the largest, bluest eyes he had ever seen looked at him with absolute terror. Her skin was nearly white, making the shade of blue even sharper. She may have screamed but the noise of the rushing water muted the sound so that it looked as though she mouthed the word, “Help.” Then his racing heart nearly stopped. Between her pale countenance and her voiceless plea, it was almost as though she were already a ghost.

      Roderick looked up for but a moment to see his friend, Reginald. “Catch her,” he mouthed over and over. He turned his focus back on the child, her eyes were still trained on him.

      They were nearly underneath her when a noise did rise over the water. A large crack rent the air, and Roderick didn’t have to look to know that the cliff was giving way above. He didn’t know what would happen to the men standing there, but he couldn’t focus on them now. His eyes stayed on her and he yelled louder than he had ever yelled anything in his life. “Jump, jump now!” He moved down the ship as it passed to stay under her and his brain screamed a prayer—jump, please jump, just jump, I beg you jump—but he was running out of room on the boat. She wasn’t going to do it. He would pass her by and, unable to look away, he would watch her be crushed by falling rock.

      Four more strides and he would reach the end, three and he would run out of space, two and then it would be too late, one and suddenly she saw the end too. All in one motion, she stood and hurtled herself into the air. Her body sailed toward him, arms and legs splayed wide, trying to slow her momentum. Dimly, he was aware that she was larger than he had thought, but not one second later, his hands made contact with her torso and he pulled her toward him. With a force he wouldn’t have thought possible, her body crashed into his and he stumbled backward, hitting the rail. For a sickening second, he thought they might both fall into the tumultuous water, but he clenched every muscle he had, even his face turned to granite, as he held her to him, both leaning out over the foaming, churning water.

      Her eyes, even larger and bluer than they appeared on the cliff, stared into his. Unable to look away, by increments he straightened up with her in his arms so that they were not leaning over the water but solidly on the boat. “You’re all right,” he murmured, stroking her hair. “I’ve got you, you’re fine.”

      Her purple lips parted, as though to answer, but nothing came out and then he watched as her eyes blinked twice and then closed. Her body went limp against his. For just a moment, he was afraid that he had still lost her, but then her warm breath blew across his cheeks even as her body went limp in his arms. He clutched her tighter and finally peeled his eyes away from her face.

      In that instant, he knew that this was Delia. Reginald had been correct. This slip of a girl would change his ways because, in this moment, something deep inside him shifted. He would give everything he had to keep her safe from harm. Life came into sharp focus.

      From up above, a shower of large boulders cascaded into the water and the smallest flash of white caught his notice. His eyes raised up to the top of the cliff but all the men above trained their gaze to the foaming river where the rocks had crashed.

      His brow crinkled, Reginald wasn’t there.
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      Five years later…

      

      Lady Delia Alban stared out the window from the salon in the northern tower, rolling her eyes at her brothers’ flare for the dramatic. They couldn’t have had this meeting in one of the many formal spaces within their home. It had to be the highest tower in their rather large castle.

      The giant structure was a relic of days when regular English raids had demanded that their home provide protection. Ridiculous, really, because nearly half her lineage was English. But her eldest brother, Stone, used the building to its fullest advantage. He had turned it into the hub of a successful shipping business and a training ground to prepare his sailors for pirate attacks.

      And now he wished to further spread that business by partnering with a southern Duke. His Grace, Lord Manchester. Delia found this arrangement completely unacceptable. Rumors swirled around the man. The ton called him a rogue and she knew for a fact that his voucher from Almack’s had been revoked. Unusual, but not unheard of for someone so closely related to the king. Being a northerner, she had far less regard for polite society, but his reputation caused a ripple of unease to travel down her spine. Rogues did not make good husbands.

      Inwardly, she sighed. It mattered not if he made a good husband. In fact, she deserved to marry a rogue or worse. But, it was known that he was devastatingly handsome and that he had a reputation for pleasing the ladies. She simply couldn’t have it.

      “He’s here,” her brother’s voice flowed over her.

      “Fine,” she gritted out.

      Four of her brothers filed in and stood in a line. She knew Stone wanted to impress this man, but it was absurd.

      Shifting the rest of her body to face the door, it slowly opened. Manchester absolutely filled the doorway before he entered the room.

      He was tall and strong, handsome too. His eyes glittered a marvelous shade of pale green while his dark locks curled delightfully around his face, almost softening the hard lines of his jaw and cheeks. His lips were full and appeared to be the softest thing about him. A woman would fall in love with a man like that.  If his reputation was any indication, he was most assuredly in love with himself.

      “The Duke of Manchester,” the butler called in his droning voice. All of her brothers bowed, and so she followed suit with a deep courtesy. Of course, she would never dream of being so bold as to not show respect but a tiny part of her wanted to rebel against Manchester and this meeting.

      His eyes were somber as Stone grasped Manchester by the hand and then embraced him like a brother. A lump formed in her chest then. Manchester had been friends with her late brother, Reginald.

      His eyes slashed into hers and her heart started hammering in her chest. Try as she might, there was no looking away, and something in the depths of his eyes startled her deep inside. It was a familiarity that called to her. It nearly burned her, and she tore her gaze from his, averting her eyes to make her pounding heart slow.

      “Your Grace, my sister, Lady Delia.” A hint of irritation laced Stone’s voice. Most likely he could sense her desire to rebel. Delia dismissed it. Stone loved her but he was easily displeased. If one worried about his fits of temper, one would rarely do anything else.

      She dipped into a curtsy, keeping her eyes on the ground. “Your Grace.”

      “My lady,” he responded. His voice rumbled straight through her. Even the roots of her hair seemed to tingle.

      The floor was no place to look, Stone was watching her like a hawk and would soon notice. Not wanting to meet his eyes again, she focused at a point just over his shoulder. “Pleasure to make your acquaintance.”

      “And you as well.” There it was again, that voice that made her insides vibrate.

      The entire meeting was most unsettling. Not knowing what else to do, Delia turned to look back out the window. Stone would chastise her later for her rudeness but she could see no other way. She had never intended on marrying, but since Stone was hell bent on matching her with someone, it would have to be someone less…attractive. If she must endure marriage, it would be to someone ugly or old
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