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Prologue
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1804

ARTHUR CHARLES FRANCIS Hammett, Lieutenant in His Majesty’s Navy and heir to the Viscount of Daneford, urged his horse up the steep hillside. The narrow path wound toward the cliffs where the land dropped sharply into the sea. He reined in at the summit, breath catching at the sight before him.

Across the moonlit cove stood Ayercombe Manor, its granite silhouette proud and unwavering on the clifftop. Bathed in silver light beneath a cloudless sky, it looked majestic, eternal—a fortress against time and tide.

This was his last night home. At dawn, he would depart for his ship and the war. But for now, he drank in the sight of his ancestral home, pride swelling in his chest. The manor had stood since the days of King Henry VIII, surviving centuries of turmoil, including the brief stain of Cromwell’s rule. Only once had it slipped from the Hammett family’s grasp, and even then, not for long. Since the Restoration, the Hammetts had regained their place, and with it, the respect of all Devon.

His great-grandfather, Charles Tristan, the Baron Sandrow, had been the first Viscount of Daneford. The title was bestowed upon his great-grandfather for his service to the Crown as ambassador to Russia. His father, Francis Geoffrey, had served within the diplomatic corps, but his service was cut short on a diplomatic mission to Lisbon when his ship sank during a violent storm. Both his father and mother perished. Though Arthur remembered little of his father, he felt his decision to serve his country against the devil himself, Napoleon Bonaparte, would do honor to his father’s memory.

In his youth, such a view might have stirred only resentment. He had been reckless then, a rake who bristled at duty and chafed under his grandfather’s expectations. A rebellious soul against the boredom that being the heir meant to a young gentleman, he gave his grandfather many a sleepless night.

Until Harriet.

Miss Henrietta Burke, the woman who changed everything about his life, was the daughter of a major in His Majesty’s Army and granddaughter of the local squire. For most of his life, he had given little notice to the family, much less to Harriet. At a glance, he had thought Harriet plain and dowdy in their previous meetings: her hair pulled back too tightly from her face; her dress ill-fitted to her frame. Nothing in her manner demanded any more attention from him other than a polite nod.

He rode to the cove. It was where he first met her —not a polite, formal greeting. He met her...the real Harriet, the one behind the façade of polite society. That was where he was to meet her this night. Where was she?

Surely, she would have been able to sneak out tonight...this night of all nights. He didn’t know what he would do if he wasn’t able to see her one last time. A moment later, his fears eased. He saw her emerge, rounding the bend of the shoreline on her horse.

Arthur whistled and waited only for her to look up in his direction before he began descending the cliffside path to the beach. He had no time to waste. Every moment was precious.

The cool night breeze greeted him when his mount stepped onto the sandy beach. She smiled at him. How had he ever thought her plain! She looked incredibly lovely in the moonlight. Beautiful. Simply beautiful.

Her bright eyes sparkled in the moonlight reflecting off the water’s gleam. She had a flawless complexion enhanced by the silkiness of her long eyelashes and full, rosy lips. Her golden, almost sunlight-colored hair, pulled back in a fashionable manner, framed her oval face. Her dark brown eyes met his with a mixed expression of annoyance and adoration.

“You are late,” she said, voice teasing.

Arthur had no time to answer. She spurred her horse forward, laughing, daring him to follow. He didn’t know whether to laugh or curse. The race was on! Faster and faster, the two galloped along the stretch of deserted beach. She glanced over at him and laughed.

They galloped along the deserted beach, hooves thudding on wet sand, wind in their hair. Her gown flew around her knees, her laughter lifting into the night air.

Gawd! How am I ever going to leave this woman!

Suddenly, she slowed. He matched her pace and rode beside her. Then, in one fluid motion, he reached for her, lifting her off her mount and into his arms. They tumbled into the surf together, waves crashing around them.

Soaked and breathless, Harriet coughed. Her cloak clung to her back; her gown molded to her body, leaving little to the imagination. He tried not to stare but failed.

She gave little thought to her appearance. She pushed back against his chest, trying desperately to regain her balance. “My horse! Arthur! Look at him! What if he returns to the stables? Uncle Walter will know!”

“I don’t give a damn what Uncle Walter knows,” he said. He held her so his eyes bore into hers, but she didn’t back down, but challenged him.

“I do, Arthur. You are leaving. I have...”

He would have none of it. He wrapped his arms around her, drawing her up to face him. Swiftly, he bent down and pressed his mouth upon hers. He kissed her before she had time to object, and not sweetly either. He took her mouth hard, releasing a swelling hunger within him for this woman.

He seduced her mouth open so his tongue was in her, tasting, exploring, and possessing her. Her gasps spoke her shock, yet he felt her relax in his arms. His hand slid up to her breast, coaxing a cry from her. He kissed her neck as his hand cupped her breast.

“Harriet, my love,” he whispered. “Whatever are we going to do?”

“Arthur, I can’t,” she protested rather weakly.

He broke from her only far enough back to see into her eyes. She would. She would let him ravish her at this moment. He felt her need...his. Bloody hell! He wanted her, but it would never do. He was to leave in the morning and would not be here if there were consequences. He had to suppress his want.

“I know. I know,” Arthur answered with the greatest reluctance. “It was not my intention to seduce you, but God knows I want to, as do you.”

Harriet nodded, seemingly lost for words. Pressing her lips together tightly, she nodded as tears began to well in her beautiful eyes.

He reached over and caressed her cheek. “I love you, Harriet.”

The words undid her. A dam of tears burst. She fell into his shoulders and wept. He held her then in the stillness of the night with the only sound of the waves rolling in and out.

“I love you, too, Arthur.” She choked back her tears. “I’m so proud of you. You are going to do your family proud. It is only...I’m going to miss you so.”

“And you do not know where we stand. You and I. I have been so thoughtless, Harriet. I should have well proclaimed my feelings before this night. Be strong, my darling. I will return.” He leaned down and brought her chin upward. He kissed her lips, gently this time. “I will return and make you my wife.”

She could do little to contain her shock. “Your wife? Oh, Arthur, whatever will your grandfather say?”

“It is not his consent I want to hear at this moment. Tell me, Harriet Burke, that you will be my wife. I know what is true. I just want to remember this feeling between us —how it feels to touch you, hold you...love you. Let me leave knowing you will be here for me when I return.”

“If you want to know I love you,” she whispered, “and that I will wait for you, then go. And hold no doubt. I will be here.”

He kissed her once more as the waves rolled around them, anchoring the moment deep in his soul.
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Chapter One
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HARRIET BURKE PACED the length of her bedchamber, pausing once more at the window. Though sunlight streamed through the glass, casting a golden sheen across the floorboards, she gave it no notice. Her gaze remained fixed on the winding path that led to Beebe Manor’s front gate. It was empty.

She closed her eyes and prayed that last night had been real and not a dream, not something conjured by hope and longing.

With a quiet click, she unlatched the window and pushed it open. The soft fragrance of roses rose to greet her, drifting up from the garden below and filling the room with summer sweetness. The scent tugged at her heart.

Since her grandfather’s passing, the estate had slipped into decline. Where once a gardener kept every hedge pristine and every petal bright, weeds now ruled the lawn, and the gravel paths had faded into patches of dirt and overgrowth.

Beebe Manor was the only home she had ever known. Built of old brick laid more than a century ago, it bore the weight of time in every weather-worn stone and ivy-covered wall. The flower beds that once welcomed visitors now struggled under the burden of neglect, and the house stood back from the road, distant from the shore yet haunted by the sea’s winds.

Still, not all was lost. Her grandmother’s beloved garden remained a pocket of beauty. Harriet worked tirelessly to maintain it—not just for its colors and fragrance, but for the comfort it brought to her ailing grandmother.

Delicate white roses climbed the arbor, their petals catching the morning light. The garden flourished in contrast to the crumbling estate, alive with asters, zinnias, and dahlias in brilliant hues. At its edge, a low stone wall bloomed with sweet-smelling clematis, while espaliered fruit trees spread their branches in orderly rows.

In that garden, there was still life. Still hope.

Harriet drew a deep breath, willing her heartbeat to slow. Her entire body trembled with anticipation, nerves tangled with elation. The memory of the night before pulsed through her like a living thing.

Arthur loved her.

She could still hear his voice, feel the warmth of his arms as he held her close and made his promise. He wanted to marry her. No joy in her life had ever equaled the moment those words left his lips.

In the dark stillness, with the ocean whispering at their backs, his voice had been resolute. “Your uncle will have little choice but to accept my offer for your hand. Nothing will come between us.”

Hesitantly, she’d questioned, “What of your grandfather?”

Arthur had only smiled, his familiar devilish grin stealing her breath. That grin—charming, confident—chased away her doubts.

“Grandfather trusts my judgment. You’ll see,” he had said. “My enlistment in the Navy has given him hope of my redemption in becoming a true Hammett and living up to his expectations. Lest I remind you, it was you who inspired me to seek honor and glory for my family. It is my duty as heir.”

In the hush of the night, she had believed him. With his arms around her, she could believe anything.

But in the light of day, the edges of her certainty frayed. Reality crept in, quiet and cold.

Arthur was heir to the Viscount of Daneford, a man of standing, influence, and legacy. That legacy carried expectations, the weight of reputation and lineage. Could she truly belong in his world?

She harbored no illusions. Lord Daneford might not look so kindly upon the woman his grandson had chosen—especially not one with scandal still trailing her name like a ghost.

It was said that shortly after Harriet’s birth, her mother, Georgiana Burke, ran off with another man and left her infant daughter and husband. Her father, Major Harry Burke, called out the suspected scoundrel, who whisked his wife away from her family. The ensuing duel resulted in the death of Lord Meriwether Carlisle, brother to the Duke of Torridge. The resulting death of a nobleman, brother to the Duke of Torridge, had caused a storm of scandal that still clung to Harriet.

Not long after Harriet’s birth, her mother, Georgiana Burke, vanished. It was whispered that she had run off with another man, abandoning both her infant daughter and her husband, Major Harry Burke. Suspicion immediately fell on Lord Meriwether Carlisle. Many believed he had seduced Georgiana and convinced her to flee. But there was no proof—no letter, no confession—only the damning silence of a woman who never returned.

Shortly after the incident, her father had been recalled to His Majesty’s Army. He never returned. Harriet was only eight when her father was killed, serving under General Cornwallis in the Irish Rebellion.

She had been raised in the household of her uncle, her father’s elder brother, Sir Walter Burke, the local squire. Though he had allowed her within his household, Harriet always felt more a burden than family. Uncle Walter, while not unkind, was distant and stern, bound by duty more than affection.

His wife, Aunt Constance, had been far less restrained. Cold, and at times openly cruel, she never forgave the shadow Harriet’s mother had cast on the family name. In Aunt Constance’s eyes, Harriet was a walking reminder of disgrace—tolerated, but never truly welcomed. Harriet had learned early to tread lightly, to stay quiet, and to bear the slights with grace.

She had no memories of her mother, and few of her father. What she did know lived in whispers and sideways glances—tragedy, shame, and abandonment. The sins of others had become the shadows cast upon her life.

She wrapped her arms around herself as if to ward off the chill of memories too old and too heavy to forget.

“Harriet! Harriet! Did you hear—?”

The door burst open. Bessie, her cousin, swept into the room like a gust of wind. She stopped short at the sight of Harriet standing by the open window, eyes wide.

“My word,” Bessie said, raising a brow. “You look... quite lovely this morning!”

Harriet stepped away from the window, her thoughts still lingering on Arthur’s parting words. As she passed the tall mirror near her wardrobe, a flicker of movement caught her eye, and she paused. Her reflection met her with soft approval. A small smile curved her lips.

She did look elegant—or at least, it is what she hoped. The sky-blue muslin dress she had chosen fell in gentle folds, flattering her figure and softening her complexion. She had taken special care that morning, ensuring every detail was just so. Her long, honey-colored hair had been braided into a neat coronet, with a few artfully loosed curls to frame her face.

“I’ve taken a great deal of time preparing for today,” she said aloud, smoothing the fabric of her skirt. “Do you think the blue suits me? I have the green one still...”

“No, no! Don’t change a thing,” Bessie interrupted quickly. “You look absolutely perfect.” She leaned in, her voice dropping to an urgent whisper. “Although, if you want a glimpse of the lieutenant, best avoid Mother. She’s in one of her moods.”

Harriet turned, eyebrows lifting. “Arthur is coming here?”

Bessie nodded, eyes wide. “He’s coming—with his grandfather! Lord Daneford himself!” She stopped to catch her breath. “Mother is in a complete dither. Father received a note early this morning requesting an audience. It can mean only one thing—it must be about Clarissa. Mother has her up and dressed already. You saw him talking to Clarissa at the dance last week—you were right there beside her.”

“I was,” Harriet said calmly, a hint of mischief in her tone. “He seemed...pleasant.”

She kept the truth to herself for a moment longer, enjoying the humor of the situation. Bessie was unaware of the secret Clarissa had kept. For the past month, Clarissa had covered for Harriet each time she slipped out to meet Arthur. And Clarissa, with no illusions about Arthur’s intentions, would not mistake who he truly came to see.

“Ever since Mother heard Lord Daneford had summoned Lieutenant Hammett back to Ayercombe, she couldn’t leave London fast enough,” Bessie went on breathlessly. “It was always rumored he’d marry Lady Sophia—the Duke of Torridge’s daughter! Mother certainly believed it. But Father said otherwise. He insisted Lord Daneford had called Arthur back only to scold him. Said he had a history of indiscretions, that he was always in one scrape or another.”

Bessie leaned closer, her eyes sparkling with gossip. “Father said he wouldn’t stay long. But he was wrong. Why, Arthur never returned to London! Oh! The catch of the Season, and he wasn’t even there!”

Harriet raised a brow, gently reining in her cousin’s enthusiasm. “Bessie, none of us knows what Lord Daneford intends this morning. And Aunt Constance shouldn’t assume anything either.”

“It has to be,” Bessie interrupted once more. “The young lord is rumored to be set to leave for his ship assignment in Portsmouth. There is no other reason to call upon us this day unless he wants everything set before he goes to war. He must be so in love. Like King Arthur and Genevieve!”

“Oh, Heavens, Bessie!” Harriet giggled. “I know you so love carrying around your books, but perhaps you might try reading them. I would not compare lovers to Arthur and Genevieve. Genevieve betrayed Arthur, you realize, with Sir Lancelot. It was Genevieve and Lancelot’s love affair that inspired you but ended so tragically.”

Bessie shrugged and paid Harriet no mind. Instead, she pointed to the window. “Oh, look! I see the carriage! He has come!” Bessie cried and turned to Harriet. Laugh now, but you’ll see I’m right.”

Harriet glanced out the window. In the brilliance of the morn, a dark coach bearing the crest of the Daneford family rode up the winding path. Her heart sang! He had come!

Harriet stared at the carriage until it turned out of sight, having continued on to the front entrance.

“You are a strange one, Harriet. Why, you haven’t even asked...”

Harriet wasn’t listening. She had long learned that Bessie had no need for interaction in a conversation. Doing little to suppress her elation at the carriage’s appearance, Harriet hurried out of her room and into the corridor.

A flutter of excitement stirred within Harriet as she stepped beside Clarissa at the top of the stairs. A quick glance told Harriet that Clarissa had dressed as her mother wished.

Clarissa wore a close-fitting taffeta gown with a low neckline and a short white linen petticoat beneath. The height of fashion, Harriet was certain, except the pale yellow of the taffeta seemed to swallow Clarissa’s features. The poor thing would have been better suited in a rose shade.

But Clarissa gave no thought to her appearance. She hurriedly gestured for Harriet to come closer.

“Oh, Harriet, he has come as you said! My heart was beating so hard I feared Mother would hear it. She told me to wait here until called. I could not tell her it was not me. Oh, but it is so wonderful. I’m so happy for you.”

Harriet said nothing. Her attention focused on the guests, Baine, their butler, showed into the foyer. Accepting their hats and gloves, Baine led them down the foyer to Uncle Walter’s study.

She had met the elder gentleman at a few social events, but had never exchanged more than a few polite pleasantries. A tall man, only slightly shorter than his grandson, Lord Frederick, Viscount of Daneford, looked quite distinguished, given the early morning hour. Dressed quite formally in a black waistcoat and pants, he carried himself with a dignity that had a purpose. Lord Daneford wasted no time in following Baine, whereas Arthur lingered a moment.

Looking upward, his eyes caught Harriet’s and did not waver. Her heart fluttered. Handsome. Ever so handsome with a winning smile. His light brown hair, cut short, was just long enough to curl at its ends. His blue eyes glittered up at her.

Arthur came in his full-dress uniform of a Royal Navy officer, a dark blue frock coat with shining brass buttons over a white buttoned-down vest covered with a dark blue sash. A pair of shiny black Hessians hugged his lean calves. Quite a dashing figure, certainly exuding his masculinity.

He offered her a quick wink, sending a warm rush of anticipation through her. Glowing with quiet joy, she watched him vanish into the study.

* * * *
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AN ETERNITY SEEMED to pass before Harriet was finally summoned to the drawing room. She took a steadying breath, willing her heart to slow, then stepped into the unnervingly silent room. The stillness pressed around her, thick with expectation. At once, she felt every gaze shift to her, the weight of their scrutiny following her every step.

Her eyes flicked to her aunt and uncle. Their expressions left no doubt—Lieutenant Hammett’s proposal had taken them completely by surprise.

Her aunt greeted her with a practiced, unreadable smile. But Harriet knew her too well not to detect the irritation simmering just beneath the surface. Harriet returned the smile with a tentative one of her own.

Anxiety riddled Harriet until Arthur gestured for her to sit in a high-backed chair across from his grandfather.

Arthur did not need to say a word. The look in his eyes said everything—she read it as clearly as if he had spoken.

A surge of happiness rose to meet the fear. In a haze of disbelief, she crossed the room and sat. Arthur moved behind her, resting a hand lightly on her shoulder—a quiet reassurance that steadied her more than words ever could.

“I will admit to being quite shocked this morning, Miss Burke, when Arthur announced his intention. Took us all by surprise,” Lord Daneford said. His solemn expression betrayed none of his emotions. He cast an appraising eye over her and then added, “A pleasant surprise.”

“Thank you, my lord,” Harriet replied, wishing desperately to come up with some semblance of a response that reflected the grace and poise of a lady in her position would demand. Instead, she smiled demurely.

“I found I could not leave without making my intentions official,” Arthur said. “I regret only that I must leave so swiftly, but I’m expected in Portsmouth. I am certain all the arrangements can be seen to in a timely fashion before my return.”

“I believe we have come to an understanding,” Lord Daneford said, looking straight at Harriet’s uncle.

“But of course.” Her uncle nodded his head in agreement. “Harriet is indeed a fortunate girl.”

“If all the formalities are dispensed with, then our marriage can take place swiftly when I return,” Arthur reiterated.

“Lieutenant Daneford, do not be concerned. Harriet will be presentable. How could she not, with your grandfather’s kind offer?” her aunt addressed Arthur. “Harriet will have the most successful debut into Society under your aunt’s attention.”

“Aunt Olivia will welcome Harriet with open arms. She has long said I need a good woman in my life to give me focus.”

Harriet felt warmth flood her face. Her Arthur, her warrior, had no patience for her aunt, nor did he have faith that her family would see her have a London Season before his return.

Lord Daneford rose. “I believe all is in order, Arthur. I beg pardon for our quick exit, Sir Burke, but Arthur needs to depart.”

“If you would allow me but a moment with Harriet alone, I would much appreciate it. Seeing I’m leaving for an indefinite period of time,” Arthur said, walking around the chair. He offered his hand to her. She accepted and stood beside him.

She gave little notice to the others as they departed the room. Her eyes held only to Arthur. He waited only until the door clicked closed.

“We have only a moment, my darling,” he uttered and pulled her into his arms. Leaning downward, his mouth found her lips. Softly, gently, he kissed her, obliterating all thought of anything but him.

Harriet wanted nothing more than to stay in his arms, but the world awaited them both. “I have become quite selfish,” she whispered against his lips. “I know you will make your family and myself proud, but I do not know how I will endure without your presence.”

“You will cling to our love and the purpose behind my departure.” He broke from her for a moment and reached into his pocket. Pulling out a ring, he gently placed it upon her finger. “Wear this to know you hold my heart. I will return.”

Harriet looked up at Arthur through blurred eyes. She closed her eyes and for a moment, she was surrounded by darkness, and then it rushed forth...voices came from far away, from an ocean in time...figures floated before her...

“Meriwether, stop! You can’t do this.”

Slowly, a man emerged through the haze. A handsome sort. A lean, attractive face. His brows were finely shaped over dark, intense eyes. He reached for her. “Georgiana...”

“Harriet. Harriet.”

Frozen for a moment, she stood, confused. Her heart raced. In the past, visions had occurred, but never so vividly...so real.

“Harriet.”

His voice resonated around her, bringing her back to the present. “The ring,” she uttered, staring down at her hand. A beautiful ring sparkled in the morning light. An emerald surrounded by a cluster of diamonds. “It’s beautiful.”

Arthur reached down and brought her hand to his lips. “It was my mother’s. I’m certain she would be happy for me to give it to you.”

“I will cherish it.” Her heart rose to her throat. She hadn’t time to contemplate what she had seen. It mattered little. Arthur was leaving. The whole of her emotions overwhelmed her.

Arthur drew her into his arms and held her close. All too quickly, he leaned down and kissed her lips one last time. “Time will pass quickly. Then we will marry.”

“All I ask is that you return to me, Arthur.”
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LIEUTENANT ARTHUR HAMMETT stood at the top of the staircase, dressed in the dark, crisp uniform of His Majesty’s Royal Navy. His gaze swept the assembled guests below, scanning the room with urgency. He was due to ship out aboard the Royal Sovereign by tomorrow afternoon, and time was slipping through his fingers.

Carlisle’s note had been explicit—meet him at Mrs. Longforth’s dinner party. She was known throughout the county for hosting such gatherings, always eager to honor departing officers bound for war to defend their great country and king. Carlisle had summoned him to this infernal dinner party, and yet his friend was nowhere to be seen. But where the devil was his best friend?

Arthur clenched his jaw. He didn’t have time for delays, not tonight. Despite all he’d said to reassure Harriet, a gnawing unease had taken hold of him. He couldn’t shake the feeling that he’d left her among wolves. Her relatives, he had no doubt, would circle her like hawks the moment he was gone.

He had never held much patience for her aunt. Mrs. Constance Burke was ambitious to a fault, constantly pushing her eldest daughter upon him. But after going over Harriet’s finances with her Uncle Walter, suspicions were raised about why Harriet was presented as a charity case to the world.

Though he would wager it had been Harriet’s aunt who had hidden her away so she would not compete with her daughters’ launch into Society. In truth, Harriet possessed a modest but respectable dowry, more than enough to have secured a proper London Season.

Yet what weighed upon his mind most heavily was not Harriet’s family, but his own grandfather. His grandfather abhorred the Burkes, every last one of them.

Arthur had prepared himself for his grandfather’s wrath at his engagement to Major Burke’s daughter. Had it not been the reason for the secrecy he had taken to see Harriet?

Major Burke had killed his grandfather’s dearest friend, Meriwether Carlisle, though, in truth, it had been a fair duel. Carlisle had fired first, deliberately aiming high, his shot sailing harmlessly above Major Burke’s head. In response, Burke fired into Carlisle’s right shoulder. The injury wasn’t fatal, but the wound turned septic, and Carlisle succumbed to infection a couple of weeks later.

The scandal had never fully died, especially with whispers that Meriwether had been entangled in an affair with the stunning Georgiana Burke—Harriet’s mother.

Arthur had expected outrage when he informed his grandfather of his intention to marry Harriet. But Lord Daneford hadn’t blinked. There had been no raised voice, no thunderous disapproval. It left Arthur unsettled.

Had he caught the old man off guard? Perhaps. But Arthur wouldn’t put it past his grandfather to have known long before the announcement. In fact, he strongly suspected the man had been spying on him. His grandfather’s composed reaction had said as much.

Arthur felt it now—that quiet, unnerving certainty. Lord Daneford had known everything: the secret meetings, the long walks, the shared picnics in the meadow beyond the orchard, and even the stolen midnight rides.

The thought tightened Arthur’s jaw. His grandfather was many things—sentimental was not one of them. And if he knew that much already, it meant he was watching. Closely.

And that made Arthur wary.

Arthur descended the stairs amid a flurry of murmurs and sidelong glances. He had little desire to speak with anyone amidst the din of celebration, but he knew Carlisle too well to delay. If left to his own devices, his friend would vanish into the night and remain out until dawn.

Sure enough, a moment later, he spotted him weaving through the crowd.

The Honorable James Alexander Carlisle—heir presumptive to his uncle, the Duke of Torridge—was a man difficult to overlook. Tall, striking, and dressed in the finest tailored fashion, he exuded effortless confidence. With raven-black hair and brooding dark eyes, Carlisle stood out among the gathering, his presence magnetic. He caught sight of Arthur and grinned broadly.

“By Jove! About time you made your appearance!”

Arthur accepted the exuberant greeting with a half-smile. Carlisle took a step back, eyeing Arthur’s naval uniform with mock appraisal.

“So it’s true—you really are sailing. And here I thought your grandfather dragged you back home to scold you for your excessive indulgences. When you never returned to London, I began to suspect something was amiss. Honestly, I thought you were bluffing with all this talk of naval service.”

“And neglect my training?” Arthur replied with a wry tone.

“It wouldn’t be the first time,” Carlisle said with a laugh. “You have to admit, you’ve spoken of duty and glory for ages—but never quite managed to leave the ballroom.”

“You doubted my resolve?”

“Looking at you now? Not in the least.”

“Well, you shouldn’t,” Arthur said, a spark of pride in his voice. “I’m set to serve under Vice Admiral Collingwood aboard the Royal Sovereign. Come, Carlisle—let’s find somewhere quieter. I’ve much to tell you.”

* * * *
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“YOU DID WHAT? HAVE you gone raving mad!”

Arthur gestured for Carlisle to lower his voice. Sitting in the back of the gaming room, Arthur leaned over the table. “Contain yourself. It is not that difficult to understand. I am engaged to the most wonderful woman. I would hope you would be happy for me.”

Carlisle’s eyes widened in disbelief, and he shook his head. “Arthur, do I need to remind you of who she is...who her father was?”

“I know exactly who she is.” Arthur shot Carlisle a stern look. He was in no mood to defend Harriet to his friend. He pushed back his chair and rose. “I will not sit here and listen...”

“Sit, sit.” Carlisle waved his hand in a downward motion. “I will listen to you. It is only you took me by surprise. You should have expected the news to take me aback. Have you forgotten Sophia?”

Arthur slowly edged back down into his seat. He hadn’t expected Carlisle to mention his cousin, Sophia, the only child of the Duke of Torridge. “You have me confused at the mention of your cousin.”

“Do not start with me, Arthur, unless you have been blind and deaf since birth. Uncle Percival and Lord Daneford have long talked about the union between the two of you.”

“A match with Sophia? This is the first I’ve heard. Would you not think, as it concerned me, I would have knowledge of such an alliance? Lest I remind you of my dealings with Miss Louisa Anson last Season. I did not hear any dire warnings at that time.”

“It was dalliance at best, Arthur. You were playing with the girl,” Carlisle countered. “Since when did you become so serious? Marriage! Truly, Arthur!”

“It is quite simple. I love her.”

“Love?” Carlisle questioned. “Are you sure it is not lust? I leave you alone for a moment, and you have gone mad. This woman...could you not have taken her for your mistress...if you feel this strongly...but to marry her...?”

Arthur stared solemnly at his friend. Of all the people in his life, no one knew him better than James Carlisle. For most of his twenty-three years, Carlisle had been at his side—through every misadventure, every reckless decision. His irritation faded. As much as he hated to admit it, there was truth in Carlisle’s words.

Before Harriet, he had led a wild, reckless life, a man adrift without anchor or purpose. And now? He doubted he could even articulate what he felt for her—how she had quietly, fiercely, changed everything.

He had never met a woman like Harriet. She was determined to a fault, loyal to those she loved, kind without pretense, and breathtakingly desirable. How could he describe the moment when she had charged into a standoff between him and old Jake, the stable master, her eyes blazing with fury.

He had never met anyone such as Harriet. She was convinced Jake was about to renege on a promised sale of an exquisite stallion—a horse Arthur had his sights on. Harriet had thought Arthur some conniving nobleman trying to steal what was hers and had no trouble telling him so.

Harriet let him have it. She ranted, accused him of manipulation, of dishonor—never mind that no coin had yet changed hands, or that the deal wasn’t final, or that the stallion was far too spirited for a lady. None of it mattered to her. Her passion eclipsed logic, and Arthur had been too intrigued to walk away.

At first, he meant only to pacify her, to let her tire herself out until he could quietly claim the horse. But somehow, he found himself rising to her challenge—accepting a wild, impulsive race across the fields. And though he won, something in her fierce spirit undid him.

He gave her the horse...for a kiss. And in that moment, everything changed.

Arthur shook his head. “I’m not asking you to understand why I want to marry Miss Burke. As my closest friend, I only ask that you accept it.”

Carlisle’s expression darkened. “Do you understand the ramifications of such a marriage?”

Arthur narrowed his eyes. “Are you threatening our friendship?”

A heavy silence fell between them. Tension edged the air like a blade. Carlisle tossed back the remaining scotch in his glass, then dragged a hand through his hair, eyes fixed on Arthur.

“I’ve always known your desire to serve King and Country,” Carlisle said at last. “To see you ready to sail tomorrow—it fills me with pride. You’re not just my friend, Arthur. You’re my brother. We grew up side by side. I can’t imagine anything ever coming between us.”

“Nor can I,” Arthur replied solemnly. “Trust me. In time, you’ll see her as I do. You’ll come to care for her.” He hesitated, then continued, voice low. “But there’s something more. I need a favor. I’ve delayed asking because I feared how you might take it.”

Carlisle straightened, wary but attentive. “Go on.”

Arthur took a breath. “Look after Harriet for me. While I’m away. I don’t think I could bear leaving if I thought she’d be alone among those who don’t value her. Can you do so?”

He held Carlisle’s gaze, reading the flicker of reluctance behind his friend’s eyes. But after a pause, Carlisle gave a single nod.

“You have my word.”
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Chapter Three
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STEAM CURLED FROM THE horse’s nostrils, mingling with the crisp morning air. Harriet drew back on the reins, bringing her mount to a halt at the bend in the lane that veered toward the weathered ruins of Dartmouth Hall. The abandoned manor, nestled between Ayercombe and Beebe, had long served as a secret meeting place—one known only to her and Arthur. Its isolation, paired with its eerie reputation, had offered the perfect refuge from watchful eyes.

Legends of Dartmouth Hall had shadowed Harriet since childhood. Tales of restless spirits and haunted halls whispered through the village, fueling the wild fancies of her imagination. Arthur had teased her endlessly for her fanciful streak, but the old tales never failed to captivate her.

She inhaled deeply, the sharp winter air stirring memories. Despite the chill, the ride had lifted her spirits. It had been more than six months since Arthur’s departure—six months of carefully penned letters but no promise of his return. And now, with war dragging on and news sparse, she could not deny her growing fear that his return might not come soon.

Reports from abroad painted a grim picture. The conflict had intensified. The last word Lord Daneford received placed Arthur’s ship as part of the Mediterranean blockade. Harriet prayed daily for his swift and safe return, yet braced herself for a long and uncertain wait.

“You truly are a fine horsewoman. Arthur wasn’t exaggerating.”

Harriet turned toward the voice. James Carlisle had drawn up beside her, his mount snorting quietly beneath him. He had arrived earlier that week, though Arthur’s letters had long promised his visit. Arthur had spoken highly of his friend, placing full trust in him—but Harriet wasn’t so easily persuaded since the Honorable James Carlisle hadn’t bothered to meet her until yesterday. 

“I must admit, I’ve enjoyed the ride this morning,” she said, casting a glance over her shoulder. The others—Bessie, Clarissa, and Arthur’s younger brothers, Ewan and Boult—were nowhere in sight. “I may have left the rest behind. I urged my horse into a gallop when Bessie began to complain about the cold.”

Carlisle flashed a brilliant smile, leaning back in his saddle, looking completely at ease. “They’ll catch up soon enough. It gives us a chance to become better acquainted.”

He paused, his tone softening. “I must apologize. I’d intended to meet you long before this week, but I wasn’t able to visit Ayercombe Manor until this week. I had hoped we might have crossed paths during the Forhams’ fox hunt before Christmas.”

“I would not know what would have given you the impression I would be there, as I have never attended nor have been invited,” Harriet said. She looked at him, assessing his demeanor.

Rather slender and tall, he carried himself with a certain elegance, or perhaps it was arrogance. It did not matter to her. She cared little for him and tolerated him only because of her fiancé. Arthur chose to overlook the obvious. There was a distinct barrier between them—her father.

Harriet stared straight at Carlisle. “I accepted your invitation to ride this morning for one reason. I know Arthur asked you to look after me in his absence. I will ease your conscience, Mr. Carlisle. I have no desire for your support as I know you have no desire to give it.”

“Direct and forthright,” he said, appraising her with a look that annoyed her inner soul. His dark eyes met her own without blinking. “It is refreshing not to have to mince words, but I fear you have the wrong impression of me, Miss Burke.”

“Do I?” Harriet asked. “What other impression should I have? Arthur has been gone for more than six months. I have heard nothing from you during that time. Then out of the blue, you appeared at my weekly dinner at Ayercombe last evening.”

“You may have felt I have ignored you, but that is not the case. I have been in constant contact with either Lord Daneford or young Ewan about your welfare. Until now, there was no pressing need to make an appearance.”

“Until now? You have me confused.”

He laughed. “You have not been formally introduced into Society. Time is fast approaching for the Season to begin. I have come to invite you to visit my family at my uncle’s estate, Pleasant Green, outside of Southampton. Lord Daneford asked whether you could perhaps meet my cousin, Sophia. She should be a great help to you. I believe you will like her. She is of the same age. You are nineteen, are you not?”

“Yes,” she answered. She had not expected such an invitation. As much as she had been sheltered at Beebe Manor, she understood the whispered connection of Lady Sophia Carlisle to the future Lord Daneford. She could not contain her surprise. “The Duke of Torridge’s home?”

He was perceptive and seemed to have read her confusion. “Arthur and I have been friends since childhood. I gave him my word that I would look after your welfare.”

“You want me to trust you, Mr. Carlisle. Pray forgive me, but I do not trust many, and especially those I do not know, or blame my father for a crime he did not commit.”

“Ah, forthright once more. Then I will reward you for your bluntness,” he said in a strong, steady voice that resonated through her. “You are quite right in your assessment that I think little of Arthur’s engagement to the daughter of the man who killed my uncle.”

She wanted nothing more than to ride back to her home. She was in no mood to listen to a reproach of her father or mother. She heard enough from her aunt. Choosing not to wait for her companions and face the wrath of her aunt, she reined back her horse only to be refrained from a departure. Carlisle
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