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            Chapter 1

         
         
            The happiest two days of my life were my wedding day . . . and my husband’s funeral.

            —Valencia, the Dowager Duchess of Dedham

         

         
            11 April 1822

            River Thames

            London, England

         

         The Duchess of Dedham’s husband was dead.

         
         The wretch had expired nearly a year ago, found with a broken neck at the bottom of the stairs. No one was surprised given
            how poorly his health and how dependent he was upon whiskey and laudanum to get through each day. No secret, that. Perhaps
            the only surprise was that he had survived as long as he had before plummeting to his death in the midst of a country house
            party.
         

         
         Now, as the Dowager Duchess of Dedham, Valencia was free and ready for revelry. Truth be told, she had been ready upon the discovery that she
            was a widow, but there were rules. So many rules. Rules that she had followed all her life. Not that they had ever served her well. Rules, she found, rarely served women
            well. And yet those rules had changed now that she was no longer Dedham’s wife. At long last.
         

         
         She was done with mourning. Done with her widow’s weeds. Done with hiding away in her Mayfair house.

         
         She had made it a year. Eleven months to be precise, but that was time enough not to raise eyebrows. Time enough devoted to
            starched bombazine and the denial of all Society, to eschewing drawing rooms and teas and soirées and balls and nobles with
            their false smiles.
         

         
         At first, she was fine with that. Preferred it, even. After her husband expired in so dramatic a fashion, she needed her solitude.
            She had cloaked herself in isolation, taking comfort in her own company, growing stronger with each and every day, until she
            felt ready to emerge and rejoin the Living.
         

         
         She was now ready.

         
         Today was her birthday, and her husband was gone from her life forever. That was perhaps the greatest present of all. Terrible
            as the thought was, it was the truth of how she felt. The Dedham she had once loved died years ago when he was thrown from
            a horse. Another man took his place. Not her true husband. A ghost. A stranger. That stranger had died nearly a year ago,
            and she could feel no remorse for the loss.
         

         
         She no longer had to suffer Dedham’s glowering, controlling presence anymore. No more hugging the shadows. No more making herself as small as possible. She was celebrating life—the rest of her life—and she had long years of marital misery to make up for.
         

         
         More than a dozen revelers, all her closest friends (and foes), occupied the less-than-steady vessel as it departed the docks
            and glided slowly down the dark waters of the Thames to the South Bank as dusk descended. Destination: Vauxhall. Objective:
            a carousing good time.
         

         
         And who knew? Perhaps she would find a handsome gentleman to take her down one of the infamous dark walks. She would like
            that very much indeed. It had been far too long since she had been touched. Since a handsome gentleman had made her heart
            race. Since she had been held. Kissed.
         

         
         Oh, she liked kissing. She had been good at it. There were many things at the start of her time with Dedham that seemed a
            hazy dream now, but that bit was true. Her pleasure in kissing had been real.
         

         
         The yacht’s weight limit had perhaps been exceeded, but that did not concern the guests. They laughed. They drank. They applauded
            the opera singer who performed for them on a small dais. They hooted at neighboring boats—calling to people they knew across
            the water . . . and people they would like to know.
         

         
         Ladies in gowns of every color lounged among the cushions, laughing and sipping champagne distributed by liveried servants managing the deck with acrobatic dexterity. Torches blazed along the perimeter of the conveyance, popping and crackling and doing wondrous things for the glittering silks, satins, and brocades. Not to mention the jewels. Extraordinary gems winked from deep décolletages and coiffed hair. 

         
         The marchioness’s improbable red wig flashed like flame on the night air as she laughed gaily. Valencia narrowed her gaze
            at her stepmother. Witch. If the woman was not married to Valencia’s papa, she would not have been invited, to be sure. Societal expectations and all
            that rubbish. Valencia rolled her eyes and sighed before sipping her champagne.
         

         
         “Do not let the sight of her ruin your night,” Tru advised, very correctly guessing the reason for Valencia’s sigh.

         
         “I cannot believe I must tolerate her. Especially tonight.” It was a celebration, after all, in her honor, and yet she must endure her father’s ridiculous wife.
         

         
         She eyed Papa in distaste. His gnarled, paper-thin-skinned hands clutched the gold-knobbed and gem-studded cane as the conveyance
            rocked its way toward the entrance of Vauxhall. His equilibrium was poor, and yet somehow, with great assistance, he had managed
            to climb up the ramp of the yacht. She had not thought he would brave a party to Vauxhall, and yet here he was.
         

         
         A nearby barge of gentlemen noticed their yacht. It was hard to miss. They waved and hooted across the waters at them. One
            young man stepped dangerously close to the edge and pressed both hands over his heart as he called to them, “Beautiful ladies,
            please accept my escort throughout the Gardens!”
         

         
         Valencia gripped the railing and waved gaily back with a laugh. She glanced again to Tru. “Look at all those randy young bucks.” And then in a lowered voice, “Could Hazel not have chosen one of them? Why did she have to pick my father?” 

         
         Maeve, ever rational, shrugged from beside Tru. “Why not your father? He is wealthy and titled and dotes upon her.”

         
         Valencia shook her head. “All these years later, and I still cannot believe Papa married her.” His mistress. He had married his mistress. It shamed her mother’s memory.
         

         
         “Of course you can,” Maeve returned. “Like so many men, your father is a vain man, and it feeds his ego to have a young and
            beautiful wife. He’s not extraordinary in that respect.”
         

         
         “Could he not have chosen someone who was not a paramour to half the gentlemen in our set?” she grumbled.
         

         
         “Oh, you exaggerate,” Tru chided.

         
         “Exaggerate she does not,” Lady Ashbourne inserted, stepping close and sliding into their conversation, nodding in the direction
            of the marchioness and lifting her glass in mocking salute. “I just know my dear Ashbourne dipped his quill in that inkpot.” The lady deliberately lifted her voice, making certain to attract Hazel’s notice with these inflammatory words.
         

         
         Hazel frowned and inched closer toward them. “Are you speaking of me, Lady Ashbourne?”

         
         The lady looked Hazel up and down with a flare of her nostrils, clearly ready for battle. “In truth, I was speaking of your . . .
            inkpot.”
         

         
         Hot color splashed Hazel’s cheeks, and Valencia almost—but not quite—felt sorry for her. Valencia could not deny it. She enjoyed
            watching her stepmother’s discomfort. Until Hazel reacted.
         

         
         The marchioness lifted her hands and shoved Lady Ashbourne hard, pushing her squarely in the chest. The action sent the lady colliding into Valencia, the force of which propelled her directly over the railing of the yacht. 

         
         Valencia plunged into the dark waters of the Thames with a scream. Brackish water rushed into her lungs. The weight of her
            beautiful gown pulled her down, down, down.
         

         
         She fought, clawing water, kicking at the tangle of skirts, fighting to rise to the surface. It was impossible. She writhed
            and twisted. Suddenly she was no longer certain which way was up or down. The fight seeped out of her. Her lungs burned like
            fire, and her limbs turned to lead, powerless to move . . . to save her.
         

         
         She was drowning, dying . . . dead.

         
         On her birthday, no less.

         
         Bloody hell.
         

         
         Without warning a hard band looped around her waist, and she was yanked, soaring, breaking free through the surface. She gasped
            and coughed, sucking in sweet, reviving air.
         

         
         The band around her waist was an arm. An arm that belonged to a man. A man who was rescuing her, pulling her aboard a boat.

         
         Grateful for the solid surface beneath her, she rolled onto her side, coughing and spitting up ghastly river water. A large
            shadow fell over her, blotting out the torchlight. She came up on an elbow and glanced wildly around. This was not her yacht.
         

         
         She was on a barge.

         
         The barge full of randy young men.

         
         Her gaze shot to the soaking wet man crouched over her, his impossibly broad chest rising and falling from his exertions. From jumping in and saving her.
         

         
         His mouth lifted in a crooked, much-too-handsome grin. The kind of grin that said he knew just how handsome he was. “You did
            not need to jump in the river if you wanted to get my attention, sweetheart.”
         

         
         She opened her mouth to speak to the man who was quite prettier than she but only managed to cough and sputter up more river
            water. It could not have been an attractive sight. She could not have been an attractive sight. Not as she had been when she started the evening, powdered and primped and so carefully
            arranged.
         

         
         Another man spoke, this one with a deep guttural accent full of deliciously rolling rrrs. “Leave off the flirting, Dewey. Can you not see she’s trying not to choke to death?”
         

         
         Hands pressed flat to the deck floor, Valencia’s gaze shot up to the gentleman speaking as she struggled to steady her breathing.
            He was a handsome devil. There was nothing pretty about him.
         

         
         He was ruggedly attractive. Midnight-dark hair. Deep brown eyes. The dusting of stubble against his square jaw. He was unerringly
            the manner of man she would like to cavort with on a dark walk. A handsome stranger. Not too young. Not too old. Just right
            for her tastes.
         

         
         He was no pasty-skinned dandy unused to the rigors of the out-of-doors. His skin was sun-kissed. A quick scan of his person revealed that his body was not that of a dandy either. His shoulders were wide. Arms strong. Biceps thick within his jacket. And tall. Taller than her own husband had been, and he’d loomed a few inches over her. An altogether virile package. Her mouth dried, and she swallowed. A few faint lines of experience webbed his eyes, evidence of laughter or smiling. Perhaps both. Not that he was doing either of those things now as he glowered at her. 

         
         Scowled was the apt word. He was scowling at her. Insensibly. Unjustly. Rudely.

         
         That scowl almost blinded her to the fact that this man was exactly what she had determined to find for herself tonight. Almost. Minus the scowl, of course. A scowl had never been a component of her fantasy.
         

         
         It was impossible not to appreciate him though, scowl or no.

         
         She flushed warmly beneath the droplets of river water on her face. It was wild that these were her thoughts when mere moments ago she had nearly drowned. Nearly perished. Perhaps that was the way of it though. The
            way through things. After narrowly escaping death, one observed things very clearly—perhaps with more clarity and precision than ever
            before.
         

         
         Perhaps that was why she could look upon this man with an appreciative eye, how she could consider him as a huntress might
            consider prey. Contemplative and thoughtful . . . assessing. She was reminded of what tonight was all about.
         

         
         She had waited a lifetime, it seemed.

         
         A good deal of time had been lost to her marriage, to Dedham. And then following his death at that most inauspicious (or auspicious?) of house parties, she had sacrificed nearly a year to mourning the man. Now she was free. Free to do whatever she wanted. 

         
         The stern set of the stranger’s expression did nothing to detract from his looks. Perhaps, in fact, it enhanced his handsomeness,
            highlighting the angle of his jaw, the strong line of his nose, the slashing, thick eyebrows over his deeply set eyes. Mesmerizing
            eyes. Her fingers curled into the wet deck, digging into the hard surface until the pressure threatened to bend her nails.
         

         
         Her rescuer, Dewey—clearly the charming one with proper manners and an easy smile—gently took her by the arms and helped her
            to her feet. “There now, madam.”
         

         
         She looked down at her soaking dress and gave a miserable moan. “My gown,” she got out.

         
         “Gowns can be replaced. ’Tis lucky you are alive,” the stern devil muttered.

         
         She harrumphed and sent a glare across the water to the distant yacht holding her friends. She was indeed fortunate to be
            alive. The weight of her gown could have pulled her under, lost forever to the depths of the Thames. No thanks to Hazel. Her stepmother was probably reveling in Valencia’s misfortune. No doubt she wished Valencia had drowned.
         

         
         Oh, she had not pushed her overboard directly, but the young woman would not regret Valencia’s mishap. There was no love between
            them. There was not even like between them. From the very start there had only ever been tension, and it had only worsened over the years.
         

         
         “Perhaps the lady will think again before overimbibing,” the handsome devil added, giving her a condemning look.

         
         She stiffened at his rudeness. “I beg your pardon?”

         
         He waved his long, elegant fingers at her person. “Clearly you cannot manage your drink, madam.”

         
         “Coz,” interjected the young charmer with disapproval as he clasped her elbow. “Be kind. She’s been through an ordeal.”

         
         Indeed, she had. Not that Dewey’s coz appeared to be the least bit sympathetic. He looked her over with a faintly curling lip that was decidedly unkind. Apparently he did not think her deserving of kindness.
         

         
         It was all too much.

         
         It was her thirty-second birthday, her celebration as her year of mourning came to an end, and here she stood a drowned rat—being insulted by this man from . . .
            Well, she could not place his accent. It reminded her of a Scottish brogue but not quite. No doubt he was from some place
            far from here. Some remote corner of this country that did not instill good manners and breeding among its male denizens.
         

         
         He was dressed as a gentleman, but that did not signify. Clothing did not make a man good or decent. Her heart clenched a
            little, the memories close, nipping sharply at the edges of her fraying composure.
         

         
         She knew that better than anyone.

         
         Dedham had always been impeccably outfitted, the most handsome, well-dressed man in any room, and her young heart had fallen
            for him so blindly, so completely.
         

         
         She’d fallen for him and it had cost her so much. Years of her life. Never again would she be lulled into thinking herself in love . . . that a man might be constant and never change. That if he professed himself in love he forever meant it. 

         
         Forever was not as enduring as she had thought it to be.

         
         Indignation swept over her. “I had one glass of champagne,” she muttered, even though she owed this man no explanation. Still
            the words emerged.
         

         
         “One glass too many, apparently.”

         
         Oh, the arrogance!

         
         “Not that it is any of your affair, but I am not foxed, sir.” She flung sir at him as though it were the foulest epithet, a barbed arrow launched. How dare he! It had been a year since she was subject
            to any man’s . . . criticism. She would not suffer this stranger’s censure. She did not have to suffer such nonsense from
            any man ever again.
         

         
         She reminded herself that she was a duchess—correction: a dowager duchess. And more than that. She was a woman who had endured. She was someone who had struggled. She had gone through it and made it to the other side, and still she stood here, a survivor. Alive. Strong. Reborn with another chance. She would
            not squander it.
         

         
         Lifting her chin, she swept her gaze over all the men surrounding her. She managed an air of haughty regard. She pretended
            that she did not appear a drowned rat, that she was still the fashionable lady of moments ago and not the unfortunate soul
            who had been shoved into the Thames.
         

         
         The gentlemen looked her over appraisingly . . . admiringly, and that made her feel hopeful, stronger. The years, and Dedham, it seemed, had not taken everything from her. She had not lost all. If these men could admire her looking as she did now . . . Well. There was hope. Life left in her yet, and was that not what this day, this celebration was all about? 

         
         But she also felt a little uneasy beneath their avid attention. She was a lone woman on this barge full of men. The latter
            emotion she suppressed. She would not reveal her unease and reveal herself a target, a potential victim. She swallowed. She
            would never be that again. Never afraid. Never small. Never trapped.
         

         
         She brought her chin up a fraction. Her life, moving forward, would be only about being strong. She was free, and there was
            strength in that. Power. Control.
         

         
         The charming cousin, Dewey, who had fished her out of the Thames, gestured toward Vauxhall. “We are almost there, madam.”

         
         She glanced toward the not-too-distant dock they were approaching and willed them there faster. Willed herself off this barge
            full of strange men.
         

         
         Water lapped at the sides of the barge. Her gaze crept back to Dewey, but it did not remain there. Truthfully, she scarcely
            gave him a glance. Her gaze went to him again. The beautiful devil was the one who drew her attention, and she really had to question her good sense.
         

         
         The barge bumped against the dock. A cheer went up among the men. She heard the rope hit the wood planks and a grappling sound as their vessel was tied off. She heard, but she did not look. She still stared at him. The hard-eyed villain who, unlike his companions, did not appear jovial and eager for revelry.
         

         
         The grump returned her stare, appearing as though he might like to push her off the barge and back into the river. And yet
            for all his severity, he was the one to snare her notice. That frightened her. What did it say about her? The handsome and
            charming Dewey should be the one to attract her. Not his ill-tempered cousin. It was as though she had learned nothing. Nothing
            at all.
         

         
         The ramp dropped with a thud, stretching between the barge and the dock. At last, she looked away. The courteous Dewey assisted
            her across. She moved forward with her head held high, not looking behind her. Even as much as she wanted to.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         
            A lady does not lower herself to fights of a physical nature. Her battles are waged on the higher plane of social influence
               and innuendo.
            

            —Valencia, the Dowager Duchess of Dedham

         

         Valencia woke to a raucous invasion the following morning.

         
         She lay in the comfort of her bed for a long moment, her hand flung limply above her head, fingers coiled lightly in her loose
            mane of hair, absorbing the jarring, discordant sounds, knowing she needed to rouse and see what was afoot, but she could
            not be motivated just yet.
         

         
         Her birthday had not gone according to plan.
         

         
         Upon reaching Vauxhall last night, she had reunited with her friends. They had been eagerly awaiting her when she disembarked from the barge. Together, they descended upon one of the assembly halls in Vauxhall, where they acquired a dress for her from one of the ladies employed there—but the damage had been done. The gown they procured fit her poorly, fashioned for a woman several inches shorter and with far fewer curves than Valencia. The frock ended inches above her ankles, and she felt squeezed into it like a sausage packed into casing. 

         
         Valencia’s hair had been repaired as best as possible, but a dunk in the Thames had not done it any favors. The sour aroma
            of river water still clung to her person, and she felt wretched, craving only a bath and her own clothes—her own chamber and
            bed, for that matter.
         

         
         Over the protests of her friends, she had called it quits on the celebration, leaving her party to revel without her, and
            returned home to a hot bath and the enticement of her bed.
         

         
         Despite the disappointment of her party—or rather the disappointment at her lack of a party—she had fallen asleep still hopeful. Her future beckoned brightly. Her life belonged to her for the first time
            in too many years to count. The night might not have gone the way she planned—there had been no heated kisses shared with
            a handsome stranger on a dark walk, but there would be other chances, other nights and opportunities for that.
         

         
         For some reason, that churlish boor on the barge flashed across her mind now. Too bad he had not been of better temperament. A temperament that better matched his face. The memory of which made her stomach fill with butterflies. Deep-set brown eyes. Thick eyebrows. A jaw covered in unfashionable scruff that begged for a razor. Hair too long. Thick and wavy on top, fighting the wind. The image of him was as fresh as the night before, and it kept her captive in her bed, dreamily contemplative, delicious and cozy and warm. 

         
         A loud crash reminded her that she had pressing matters to investigate. Something was amiss. Her staff was well trained. They
            were quiet as church mice as they went about their tasks. They’d learned from years of tiptoeing around Dedham.
         

         
         With a groan, she shoved her dreamy thoughts aside and rolled over.

         
         Sitting up, she rubbed at her eyes and dragged a hand through her loose hair as loud voices and banging continued to shake
            her house.
         

         
         “What in heavens,” she muttered, easing out from under the covers and reaching for her robe, discarded at the foot of the
            bed. She was sliding an arm through it when her door opened and her maid slipped inside with what could only be described
            as a panicked expression, the color high on her cheeks.
         

         
         Valencia stilled in alarm. “Tildie, what is it?”

         
         “Your Grace,” she murmured, holding out a hand. “Calm yourself . . .”

         
         “Calm myself?” she echoed.

         
         Did that ever work? Did telling a person to remain calm actually keep them calm? Apprehension bubbled up inside her, and she demanded, more insistently, “What is it, Tildie?”
         

         
         “The new duke—”

         
         “The new duke?” she cut in, having difficulty understanding those words.
         

         
         “Yes, Your Grace.” Tildie was now holding out both of her hands, bouncing them on the air as though the motion might steady Valencia—as though she were a wild stallion needing to be calmed. “The Duke of Dedham has arrived—” 

         
         “He’s been found?”

         
         The agents of the estate had been searching for him the past year. She knew that much. That very little they had bothered
            to inform her. Fret not, Your Grace. We shall locate him with all haste. As though she were fretting over such a thing. That was to say, she had not fretted over their inability to locate him, but rather their inevitable success.
         

         
         The rumors had always been there. Fanciful and plentiful. She’d grown accustomed to them. The Duke of Dedham is residing off the Cape of Good Hope in Africa. He’s with pirates in the Seychelles. In a house made of bamboo in Japan. Painting the pyramids in Giza.

         
         She’d lived with the myriad false reports for the better part of a year, but she had no idea that the agents had actually,
            finally, located him. Not that they were overly concerned with keeping her apprised of such things. What was she to them but a woman?
         

         
         Noblewoman or not, she possessed breasts, and that seemed to rob her of intelligence or consequence as far as they were concerned.
            That had certainly been their protocol whilst her husband lived, and they had not changed their custom since his death. She
            was not significant enough to warrant a by-your-leave on any matter.
         

         
         True, a week ago she had heard that they’d located the heir and that his arrival was imminent. This information had come from Maeve. Her husband was well positioned in the Home Office—not to mention the third son of a prominent viscount. He moved in high circles and always had his ear on the pulse of Society, but it was the first time Maeve had passed along information that yielded little or no results. Valencia had chalked it up to merely another rumor. A possibility, to be sure, but unlikely. 

         
         She supposed she had wanted to believe it untrue. Valencia had begun to dream that the heir might never surface. Although
            she knew that would present its own host of problems. Would the Crown bestow the title on someone else? Or would they retire
            the title and revoke all its entitlements? Where would that leave her?
         

         
         Change was coming. It was inevitable. She knew that. And yet she had been living as an ostrich with its head in the sand.
            Today, it seemed, she would pull her head out. There was no longer any other choice.
         

         
         “Yes. He’s been found. And he has arrived . . . with his family in tow.”

         
         “With his family?” Her voice lifted an octave. She had not even considered that, but of course. What were the odds that he
            would be alone? He would likely have a wife. Children, perhaps. Parents. Siblings. An entire retinue. She swallowed against
            the panicked knot forming in her throat. The vociferous commotion now made perfect sense. Dreadful sense.
         

         
         Her house was typically quiet. Peaceful after the era of Dedham, when everyone tiptoed about the place. In those days, they
            all walked on eggshells, in fear of eliciting Dedham’s wrath.
         

         
         Her late husband had been known to have the occasional outburst—especially on his bad days when the laudanum and opium and spirits had waned and his need for them became particularly acute. Everyone felt his displeasure. Everyone suffered if he suffered. That was the way of things. 

         
         Presently, it sounded like a herd of elephants was tromping up the stairs. Several sudden thuds and crashes overlapped the
            tromping, and then a woman screamed. Valencia jerked. Tildie flinched.
         

         
         This was her house. Her responsibility. She was still the mistress here. That had not changed. Her lips firmed into a mutinous
            line. Not yet. Casting aside her modesty, Valencia hastened from her bedchamber and burst out into the corridor.
         

         
         And into chaos.

         
         There were people everywhere. Servants—and not her own. She did not recognize any of their faces, but from the matching livery
            they wore, she knew them to be in service. Just not in her service.
         

         
         Her head whipped to and fro, trying to determine what was happening and whom she might approach to get to the bottom of matters.

         
         A bespectacled, fashionably turned-out young lady stood at the top of the stairs, waving her arms and screeching as she looked
            down the steps, “My darling! My Poppet!”
         

         
         Alarmed that a child may have fallen down the stairs, and not a little reminded of the time her husband had tumbled to his
            death down a set of stairs—a memory that still woke her up in the middle of the night in a cold sweat—Valencia hurried forward
            with her heart lodged in her throat, certain she was about to come face-to-face with a calamity. Again.
         

         
         She reached a comforting hand for the young woman’s arm. A stranger in her home. Later she would learn her identity, hers and everyone else’s who happened to be currently invading her life. 

         
         “Are you—” Valencia’s gentle question died swiftly in her throat as she spotted “Poppet” at the bottom of the stairs. Not
            a child. Not a baby. Not anything with a pulse.
         

         
         It was a stuffed dog.

         
         A rusty-brown schnauzer to be exact. The white fur dusting its nose and muzzle attested to the fact that he or she had lived
            a long life.
         

         
         “That is . . . Poppet?”

         
         The bespectacled young lady nodded. “Yes.” She clapped her hands together and called down sternly to one of the many liveried
            servants. “You there! Fetch her and bring her to me. Have a care, please!” She glanced back at Valencia as though seeing her
            for the first time. “Oh.” She looked her up and down, taking in her flowing hair and state of undress with a lifted eyebrow.
         

         
         Normally Valencia would have been horrified to be caught in such dishabille. But this was a most unusual situation.

         
         Who are all these people? Who let them inside my house?

         
         “Oh,” Valencia echoed, and then, following a moistening of her lips: “Who are you?”

         
         This young woman was standing inside her home, after all. There was no way in which to ask that question rather than baldly.

         
         “I am Isolde,” she responded, evidently thinking that served as explanation enough.

         
         “Isolde,” Valencia repeated. That sparked no recognition. She did not know this girl. Not by sight or name. She knew of no Isolde among the ton. Whoever had inherited the dukedom—and this girl was obviously attached to him in some capacity—he was not a well-known figure
            of Society.
         

         
         Countless servants rushed past them with frantic energy, bearing all manner of luggage and items. Isolde, who could not be
            a day over twenty, smiled brightly and nodded, her lovely red hair a thing to be admired. She again eyed Valencia’s state
            of undress curiously, pushing her spectacles up the bridge of her nose. “And who might you be?”
         

         
         She spoke in a rolling, lyrical accent Valencia could not quite place. Pressing a hand to her chest, she declared, “I am the
            mistress of this house you find yourself standing in.” She said the words as much for herself as for the benefit of this interloper.
            If the duke had indeed arrived, then she was suddenly superfluous. She felt the overwhelming need to insert herself here,
            to put her stamp of ownership on the place, as though that might make a difference. She stifled a grimace.
         

         
         Isolde blinked. “You . . . live here?”

         
         “I do.”

         
         “Are you a servant?”

         
         Valencia blinked and glanced down at herself. Even attired in her dressing robe, the fine lawn was clearly a costly fabric.
            She gathered up her hair with one hand and draped it over her shoulder with as much dignity as she could manage.
         

         
         Before Valencia could answer, Isolde continued. “Hmm. No. I do not think you are a servant. You would already be awake and seeing to your daily tasks, would you not? Instead of lounging about like a slug. So then. Who are you?” 

         
         A . . . slug?
         

         
         Was there no end to the insults and indignities?

         
         Valencia bristled and lifted her chin, calling forth her dignity. Some days that was all she felt she had left.

         
         She was the daughter of a Spanish noblewoman, her grandfather a grandee. Valencia was a descendant of the first Prince of Asturias. She possessed royal blood. As a girl, her mother had reminded
            her of that many times. Mama had wanted to make certain she knew this, that she never forgot her origins. However little that
            mattered in her life.
         

         
         Still, she would not stand here begging for recognition or consideration. Her lineage could be traced back to fourteenth-century
            royalty. She would not beg anything of others.
         

         
         “I am the mistress of this house. The Duchess of Dedham.”

         
         The dowager duchess to be exact, but she did not feel the need to add that. Dowagers were old women. She did not yet consider herself
            to be that.
         

         
         “Oh.” The announcement surprised the girl. She blinked several times. “I did not realize . . .”

         
         “Do you not mean the Dowager Duchess of Dedham?”
         

         
         Apparently someone did see fit to consider her that.

         
         At the arrival of this new voice, Valencia turned to observe another young woman advancing up the stairs. This one every bit as lovely as young Isolde. Her hair was a deep shade of auburn. The two were obviously related, and yet this newcomer was the elder by at least a few years, though without spectacles. She possessed an air of maturity—both in manner and appearance. 

         
         She arched an eyebrow and added, “Unless you have married my brother unbeknownst to me, that is.” Her smirk let Valencia know
            she knew that was not the situation.
         

         
         Valencia assessed her, taking in her words carefully. “Your brother is the Duke of Dedham?”

         
         Of course he is. Valencia swallowed thickly, something akin to panic rising up in her. Desperation and panic.
         

         
         Of course. I am the last to know.

         
         Her days here were coming to an end. If the right and proper duke was taking up residence on this very inauspicious of days,
            then that meant she was no longer welcome. She was as good as gone already. Her departure to the dower house in the remote
            wilds of Yorkshire was imminent. Expected, even. Required.
         

         
         Well. That would not happen. She would not be summarily exiled.
         

         
         She had much living left to do in London, and if she left now that would not happen.

         
         Isolde nodded in affirmation at her question. A quite cheerful nod at that. Annoyingly cheerful. “Yes. Yes. He is. Is that
            not marvelous? Our dear brother is a duke!”
         

         
         Marvelous?

         
         No. No, it was decidedly not, but Valencia bit back that rude reply as she faced the duke’s sisters. Rudeness would get her
            nowhere. She needed to be her most charming.
         

         
         The older sister of the two watched Valencia with a cheerless expression, her eyes narrowed. She angled her head thoughtfully. “Should you be here? Still? I thought the late duke expired a year ago.” 

         
         Isolde released a small gasp at her sister’s rudeness. “Del!”

         
         “I’ve resided here for well over a decade.” Valencia pulled back her shoulders proudly. “You mean to imply I should not be here?”
         

         
         “Well. It is not your home anymore, is it?” The sister known as Del lifted one shoulder in a shrug. “Is that not the way the
            law works among you English? Are you not supposed to vacate the house and make way for the new duke?”
         

         
         Valencia and Del stared at each other in silence. She could not summon a response because Del was completely correct, of course.
            That was the way the laws of primogeniture worked. The male was the heir. The heir inherited. Always. Valencia had been granted
            a modest widow’s jointure and a dower house in the country. She was entitled to nothing more than that. If she had given Dedham
            a son, she could have remained here, but successful procreation had never been her forte.
         

         
         Her heart pinched, distracted at that heartache, but she veered away from such painful thinking. She’d wept enough tears and
            devoted enough sorrow to that loss—two losses to be specific. Two babies she could have had, but they were gone. Lost. Never
            drew a breath. No sense going over it again.
         

         
         Isolde’s head whipped back and forth, gawking at the two of them. “Del,” she murmured, still clearly affronted at her sister’s lack of courtesy. Isolde cast an apologetic look at Valencia. She was a sweet girl for all her . . . oddness. The girl was in possession of a taxidermied dog, after all. 

         
         At that moment another well-dressed young woman advanced up the stairs, reaching the second floor. Unlike the other two women, her hair was a deep
            chestnut, but there was a similarity they all shared in the eyes—the wide-set brown eyes beneath dark eyebrows. In her arms,
            she carried the stuffed Poppet.
         

         
         “Isolde,” she scolded. “The staff is busy enough without managing your”—she sent the stuffed creature a repulsed look and
            passed it into Isolde’s ready arms—“Belongings.”
         

         
         Isolde sighed and accepted her prized possession, cradling the long-dead dog in her arms lovingly. “All of you are heartless,”
            she accused. “You know what Poppet means to me—”
         

         
         “Poppet is no more, Isolde. She died years ago. That is an inanimate dog in your arms.” This sister was younger than Del,
            but every bit as matter-of-fact in manner. Hopefully she was friendlier and did not treat Valencia with similar rudeness.
         

         
         “Heartless. Just heartless,” Isolde continued to grumble.

         
         Del continued in the same vein, “Were I to die, would you insist on stuffing and mounting me? And carting me around everywhere
            with you?”
         

         
         Young Isolde snorted, tossing her fiery red hair as she pushed her spectacles up the bridge of her nose yet again. “Of course
            not. I love Poppet. I do not even like you. Why would I want to keep you around?”
         

         
         Del glowered.

         
         Valencia resisted the urge to laugh. She must have made a sound. The newest sister to arrive looked Valencia up and down, catching sight of her standing in the corridor in her dressing robe. 

         
         “Oh,” she murmured.

         
         Isolde took it upon herself to introduce them. “Elin, this is the Duchess of Dedham.”

         
         “Dowager Duchess of Dedham,” Del smoothly corrected. Of course. Del had already demonstrated just how much the distinction mattered
            to her.
         

         
         Elin executed a graceless and overexaggerated curtsey.

         
         “Oh, for goodness’ sake, Elin. That is hardly necessary,” Del snapped.

         
         “She is a duchess,” Elin pointed out evenly.
         

         
         “Dowager,” Isolde cheerfully added.

         
         “Precisely,” Del agreed. “She is the dowager, and our brother is now the duke.” Del sent Valencia a proud, censorious look.
            “That puts us on rather equal footing, I believe. We do not need to curtsey to her like she’s the queen.”
         

         
         “Do we not?” Elin considered this as though Valencia were not listening. “She is a dowager duchess whilst we are merely the
            sisters of a duke. I am fairly certain she outranks us. A month ago I was in trousers and fishing at the local pond with lads
            from the village. Now I’m rubbing elbows with blue-blooded prigs and standing next to paintings that belong in a museum.”
            She waved at a sixteenth-century painting of one of the Dedham dukes, bewigged and sporting a jutting white ruff about his
            neck.
         

         
         Del sniffed, clearly unwilling to let her sister’s words change her mind.

         
         Her sister. Sisters. Valencia let that penetrate. Three sisters. And none of them timid or reticent from what Valencia could determine.
         

         
         The duke had three sisters all beneath her roof. Well. Not her roof anymore. Del had made that clear, and she was correct, of course. She would soon be expelled from her home.
         

         
         Several grooms ascended the stairs, carrying a chest between them, a heavy burden if their red, panting faces were any indication.

         
         “Ah.” Del clapped her hands together and stepped closer to examine the chest. “This one belongs in Nesta’s room. Her chamber
            is the fourth down on the right.”
         

         
         They’d already designated rooms? It was incredible. Valencia had gone to bed last night alone in this house with the exception
            of her staff. Now she woke to a house full of noisy, ill-mannered inhabitants, all of whom had claimed rooms for themselves.
         

         
         And who is this Nesta?

         
         If Nesta was yet another sister . . .

         
         She counted in her head. Four sisters. Four! Good God. A veritable army.
         

         
         Were any married? That would mean husbands. Perhaps even children. More guests staying over.

         
         Guests.

         
         She supposed they were not guests at all. Indeed not. These people were more permanent than that. Perhaps she was now the guest. That was a jarring thought. A dismal thought. And yet no less her reality.
         

         
         The fourth door down on the right belonged to the blue room. Valencia often placed guests in that chamber, because, aside
            from being a lovely room, it was far removed from her late husband’s room, and, given his unpredictability, a lack of proximity
            to him had seemed wise. She had never wanted any guests to be alerted to his foul moods.
         

         
         The town house boasted more than a dozen rooms. Plenty accommodation for the largest of families, which the new duke seemed
            to possess.
         

         
         Suddenly, Valencia knew.

         
         The chaos that wrenched her from sleep would not be fleeting. Four sisters . . . and that could not be the all of it. These
            girls . . . women . . . could not be unaccompanied. Was there even more family than just them? They could not be alone. Their staff would be
            crowding in with the existing staff. All moving in. All taking over.
         

         
         And there was still the duke. Ah. Yes. He was the reason they were even here. He was at the heart of all this. The duke, of
            course, would be here, nearby, reveling in his new good fortune.
         

         
         A wife? Was the duke married?

         
         Was Valencia already replaced as the Duchess of Dedham? She swallowed thickly.

         
         From the pitying way these young women were looking at Valencia, even the singularly sweet Isolde, it became clear that as
            big as this house was with its bounty of chambers . . . none would be for her.
         

         
         There was no room for Valencia.

         
         She had to go.
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