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            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            HIS GRACE AND MR. MCELLIOTT DISCUSS THE PARLOR

          

        

      

    

    
      March 1816

      Garrett McElliott paused before entering Joshua Wainwright’s study, sure his friend and employer would be in a sour mood. The news of late had not been good, and with the new duke still recovering from his wounds and the estate house undergoing renovations, there was just too much to do.

      “The foreman asked again about the parlor,” he finally spoke, not bothering to bow or otherwise greet the duke. He carried a sheath of papers and set them on his side of the large library table they shared as a desk.

      Joshua Wainwright glanced up from an open ledger, his quill poised to write and his mind obviously still in the moment. “Parlor?” he repeated, not quite sure what his best friend meant by the comment. He frowned as a drop of ink fell to the ledger and then watched as it spread over where he intended to write a number. Damnation!

      “He said he gave you an entire book of paint samples for you to consider for the parlor. Did you choose one?” Garrett asked, his brows suggesting they’d had this conversation before, perhaps several times.

      Rolling his eyes, Joshua shook his head. “I haven’t had a chance—”

      “Admit it, old man,” Garrett interrupted, calling his friend ‘old man’ despite the fact that Joshua was merely five-and-twenty. Joshua was old, though. How could he not be when he had lost his entire family to a fire and had the title and responsibilities of a dukedom thrust on him whilst he was still recovering from his own injuries from the fire? The dark circles under his brown eyes were a testament to sleepless nights, the pain from his burn scars the most likely culprit. The dark brown hair growing in on the left side of his head nearly matched the length of the hair on the right, but the scarred areas near his ear and down the left side of his face would never appear normal. And when Joshua walked, he seemed to lean a bit to the left, the scarred skin along his torso so tight he found it difficult to straighten his body. “You’re at a loss,” Garrett accused. “You have no idea what color to choose. We need to hire someone. A decorator, perhaps.”

      Joshua regarded his estate manager before lowering his head to the ledger and allowing it to rest there for several seconds, not caring if any wet ink might stain his face or hair. My face hurts, he thought then, surprised by the sudden sensation he was feeling where there shouldn’t have been any.

      He lifted his left hand and carefully touched the leather mask that covered that side of his face, aware he could feel the pressure of his fingers but not the actual sensation of touch through the leather. Moving one finger under the mask, he carefully slid it over the raw skin. He winced when he truly felt pain. “Not yet, Garrett. Just give me... give me a few more days. I have another month’s worth of bills to pay and some people who wish to speak with me. I just want to get caught up before I start something...” Else, he thought with frustration.

      “I’ll let the foreman know you’ll have an answer by the end of the week,” Garrett suggested, knowing his friend was feeling a bit out of his element when it came to making decorating decisions.

      If truth be told, Joshua Wainwright was a bit out of his element when it came to making any decisions having to do with his duchy. He was simply too new at being a duke, and having been born the second son meant he hadn’t planned to be a duke anytime during his life.

      Garrett hadn’t planned to be an estate manager for a duchy, either, when he set out from Edinburgh all those years ago. He had intended to make his fortune in the gaming hells of London, convinced he could beat the house odds and live off the winnings. But after meeting Joshua while playing faro, Garrett found a fast friend in the second son of the Duke of Chichester. The two proved inseparable as they gambled their way through London’s clubs and finished their evenings at brothels in Covent Gardens, spending as much as they made in winnings whilst sharing a terrace in Grosvenor Square.

      During the Season, they attended balls and mingled with members of the ton, Joshua their ticket into the best events. An unmarried son of a duke, Joshua had been considered a good catch by all of the mothers who paraded their chits past them during their coming-outs. The most difficult decision the two men had to make was to decide which event to attend or which club to go to for drinks and a look at the betting books. All was well with the world.

      “Thank you, old man,” Joshua replied in kind, lifting his head and returning his attention to the ledger. Garrett took a deep breath, held it for a moment, and then left the room, remembering how he had come to be in his current position when only a year ago he was enjoying the life of a bachelor in London.

      Joshua and his older brother John had been called back to Wisborough Oaks by their father, the elder John Wainwright. He claimed it was time his two sons learned how to run the duchy. The elder Wainwright was sure his days were numbered, citing his own father’s early death as an excuse to get his sons back to their childhood home.

      Reluctant to leave his carefree life, Joshua sent word he would join the family after a late Season ball he had already committed to attending.

      Garrett would remain in their terrace in London, opting to live a more respectable life by obtaining an overseer position for an estate in Chiswick. While the landowner and his wife toured the Continent, Garrett would manage the gardeners and groundskeepers who worked on the ten acres immediately surrounding the house and the other two-thousand acres farmed by tenants. With a full staff to oversee the inside of the estate house, he found the position comfortable and satisfying, especially when he could spend some evenings in London as he had done with Joshua.

      When Joshua finally arrived at Wisborough Oaks, his brother, the Earl of Grinstead, had begun his duty as the heir apparent and was learning everything he could about the estate and ducal lands. And, as he had done in London, he had become well acquainted with the available trollops in the area.

      Not particularly interested in managing the estate, Joshua took up the accounting, spending hours pouring over the numbers associated with the upkeep of Wisborough Oaks and the nearby village. He’d had no idea how much went into owning lands—dealing with tenants, overseeing the village of Kirdford with its meager iron production and forest glass industries, ensuring the inn and pubs were bringing in monies from other parts of England—and he’d had no knowledge of his mother’s hand in seeing to the running of the household. Meals were served, servants appeared when needed and disappeared when they were dismissed, the house was always clean and the furnishings and carpets and drapes were simply there. The duchess always seemed to be off to a social event in Petworth or Shipley or visiting the elderly or poor in the village, taking baskets of food and fabric on her forays into the small town.

      So it was an utter shock to Joshua when he found himself suddenly in charge of everything.

      And all because of an overturned candle.

      “Your Grace,” his butler Gates said from just inside the library door, apparently for the second or third time.

      Joshua lifted his head from the ledger, giving his head a shake as if to clear it of the reverie in which he had just indulged. “Gates,” he replied, not wanting to appear as if the butler had awakened him.

      “A private coach has just turned onto the drive,” Gates announced as he stood at attention.

      Moving quickly to the window that faced the front of the estate house, Joshua peered out. Visitors at Wisborough Oaks were few and far between these days, and they rarely came by coach. “I am not familiar with the horses,” he commented, realizing he rarely recognized people by their equipage but rather by the team that pulled it. “And I am not expecting anyone today,” he added under his breath, suddenly imagining a fairy godmother. Perhaps she could conjure a decorator to deal with the decisions regarding the rebuilding of the house.

      He could only hope.

      “I really do not have time to see anyone. Unless one is a decorator, in which case, please send him in,” Joshua added with a hint of amusement.

      Gates nodded, understanding his master’s odd comment. “As you wish, Your Grace,” he said before stepping out of the library and closing the door behind him.

      Joshua continued to watch out the window, noting the black coach was marked and of good quality, but he couldn’t make out the coat of arms from his angle at the window. A groom had rushed to open the door and put down the steps before handing down a passenger.

      A female passenger.

      Straightening as much as he could, Joshua regarded the woman as she surveyed the house, unaware she was being watched by the duke. She straightened her pelisse with a dainty gloved hand before taking a step toward the house. Due to the small size of the stylish bonnet she wore, he could tell she was blonde.

      Was her expression one of excitement, perhaps? Or was that trepidation? When another woman, apparently a maid, given the style of her traveling clothes, was handed down, the first turned and smiled.

      Joshua froze.

      He knew that smile. Knew the mass of blonde curls piled high under the small bonnet. Knew the peaches and cream complexion and full lower lip and generous bosom...

      Lady Charlotte Bingham. She was here.

      The one woman in all of London who could get him out of the card room and onto the ballroom floor. She was here.

      My late brother’s betrothed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            LADY CHARLOTTE CONTEMPLATES THE PARLOR

          

        

      

    

    
      Even before she reached the steps leading to the wide entry of Wisborough Oaks, Charlotte felt nervous, her heart beating a tattoo she was sure could be heard—if not seen—by anyone within a few feet of her.

      Lifting her skirts, she took a deep breath and climbed the stairs, her eyes darting about as she took in the sight of the rebuilt estate home. The exterior repairs had apparently been completed. There was no evidence of the fire that had burned most of the west side—the wing that included the rooms of the duke and duchess and the two offspring who were in residence at the time. Nor was there any visible damage to the sides of the house facing the drive or the parkway.

      Charlotte caught her breath as she remembered the duke’s daughter, a tall, skinny blonde who would have looked just like her mother in another five or ten years. Jennifer, she thought when she realized the girl should have one day been her sister by marriage. She had looked forward to that, looked forward to becoming part of a family that cherished one another, looked forward to taking up her responsibilities as the wife of a future duke, even if she didn’t relish the idea of being married to John Wainwright II, Earl of Grinstead.

      She was sure John preferred a steady stream of varied mistresses and ladies of the evening. He, in fact, had informed her of his preference whilst dancing with her at one of the balls the Season prior. You do realize, my sweet, I have no intention of giving up my current lifestyle once we are wed, he had said during a waltz.

      Charlotte had responded with a light, Of course not, my lord, never allowing the wan smile she had displayed throughout the dance to waver one bit. His upraised eyebrow told volumes, as if he realized, just then, she was quite aware of his reputation as a rogue and even more aware she was only marrying him because it was her duty to do so. Mutual feelings of affection wouldn’t be involved in their union.

      And now that John Wainwright II had perished in the same fire that took his parents and sister, Charlotte sighed and allowed a bit of relief to wash over her. For it was his brother, Joshua, for whom Charlotte truly had feelings.

      The two had danced at that same ball, Joshua appearing from the card room just as she finished the waltz with John. Despite not having claimed the dance on her card, he simply stepped up, bowed and took her hand, his face lighting up as he watched the look of shock cross her face and be replaced with a brilliant smile. He seemed to know exactly how to lift her low spirits, and within a few minutes, she was laughing with him, secretly wishing it were him to whom she was betrothed.  

      Perhaps her wish had come true.

      She wondered if Joshua could ever have feelings of affection for her. Wondered if he would at least honor the arrangement their fathers had made in the name of the duchy so many years before. Eighteen years ago!

      A stout butler, dressed in a black topcoat and breeches and sporting a mustache in place of a full head of hair, opened one of the massive double-doors even before she had reached the top step of the landing. Charlotte nodded to him as he stepped aside, and she passed him to enter the huge vestibule, her maid, Parma, pausing before she followed. Once inside, Parma moved to a chair off to the side and took a seat, her gaze settling on a painting.

      An eerie feeling of familiarity settled over Charlotte as she glanced around, undoing the buttons of her pelisse while handing over a white pasteboard. “Gates, isn’t it?” she greeted him as she removed the pelisse. “Lady Charlotte Bingham to see His Grace,” she stated, trying hard to keep the growing nervousness out of her voice. “Is he in residence today?”

      Gates’ eyes widened just a bit as he took the calling card and draped her pelisse over one arm. “Yes. Of course, my lady. But he is quite busy with estate matters,” he countered, just then remembering his master’s edict.

      “Oh, I can wait,” Charlotte replied with a bright smile, removing her bonnet and giving it to him. I have been waiting my whole life, she thought suddenly.

      “Allow me to show you to the parlor,” Gates responded, his glance taking in the rich fabric of her deep blue traveling gown, the ornate style of her blonde hair, the regal way in which she stood, her perfect posture making her seem several inches taller than she was. “Do you have a trunk or two that needs to be brought in?” he asked, having sent a footman out to the coach to determine what help the driver and groom might require.

      “Yes, thank you,” Charlotte replied, her nervousness disappearing as she recognized the surroundings from her visit as a child. “My maid, Parma, will see to my things once they’re in a bedchamber. Do you have a spare servant’s quarters she might use?” she wondered, not sure how much of the interior had been restored since the fire. If there were no spare rooms, Charlotte was not adverse to having the maid share her bedchamber.

      “Of course, milady,” Gates replied with a nod as he led her to the parlor. Familiar paintings and gold sconces adorned the light cream walls of the large hall, its floor covered with a scarlet Aubusson carpet. None of this area had been affected by the fire, it seemed.

      The parlor was a disappointment, though. She wondered why it seemed to be in the wrong place and so shabby. The furnishings certainly didn’t match, the upholstery was threadbare, and the drapes looked a bit sun bleached.

      Aware of Charlotte’s reaction to the room, Gates sighed. “Please excuse the parlor, milady. It is merely temporary until the new one can be completed.” At Charlotte’s look of confusion, he added, “The original was lost to the fire.”

      Charlotte had to fight the impulse to roll her eyes. “Oh, of course,” she replied, trying to remember the parlor’s original location in the large house.

      The butler bowed and backed out of the room, leaving the door wide open. She wondered why she hadn’t been offered refreshment—a cup of tea, at least—and began arranging her skirts as she sat primly on edge of the worn settee.

      She thought of those who bid her good-bye this morning at her parents’ townhouse in Mayfair. Her married friend, Lady Bostwick, who would have simply requested tea and biscuits if she wasn’t immediately offered some when she made her morning calls. Elizabeth Carlington Bennett-Jones was with child now, her belly rounding out so it nearly filled her gown, her skin glowing as if lit from the inside with dozens of tiny candles. A gloved hand would be resting protectively on her middle as she would giggle sweetly and say something like, I find my appetite is simply insatiable, not the least bit apologetic about her request nor about the fact she was probably referring to an appetite that had nothing to do with food. Indeed, she was one of the few women of the ton who seemed to be enjoying the marriage bed.

      Then there was Lady Hannah Slater, who had tears in her eyes this morning when she watched Charlotte step up into the borrowed coach that would bring her to Wisborough Oaks. A romantic at heart, Hannah had finally, at the age of one-and-twenty, had her first Season in London. She wished for a husband only so she might have children. I have no need of a man for myself, she would say when they attended balls together, her dance card always full, and her personality one that attracted a number of younger eligible gentlemen. She was after an older man, though. I must find one to be a father to my children, she said wistfully. Someone who will appreciate his heirs and make room for them in his life. Such an odd wish for the daughter of a marquess—to want only children on which to dote and love, because to expect a husband to love her was simply out of the question.

      Although Lady Hannah’s tearful farewell had been expected—she was, after all, Charlotte’s best friend—it was Lady Bostwick’s parting words that gave her much to think about on the trip from London.

      I am sure you must wonder why it was I didn’t accept Gabriel Wellingham’s offer for my hand, she had said as she placed her gloved hand on Charlotte’s arm, her manner suggesting she was sharing very privileged information.

      Charlotte had paused in packing the last of her prized possessions into a valise, recognizing Elizabeth’s serious tone. Lady Hannah had straightened in her chair, as surprised at Lady Bostwick’s comment as Charlotte was. I suppose I was curious as to why you didn’t accept an offer from the Earl of Trenton, the most handsome and eligible bachelor in all of the British Isles, Charlotte agreed with a glint of humor in her eye. You two seemed to suit, she had added, stealing a glance in Hannah’s direction when Elizabeth didn’t appear to share her amusement.

      Of all the gentlemen who attended the prior Season’s balls, the Earl of Trenton was the most sought after. He could boast vast land holdings, an annual income said to be in excess of twenty-thousand a year, and a seemingly pleasant personality, although both Charlotte and Hannah had expressed their reservations about the vain man.

      I suppose we did, Elizabeth agreed, her mass of upswept auburn curls catching the light as she shook her head in contrast to her words, her hands resting on her rounded belly. Although we certainly didn’t love one another.

      Hannah had shrugged, not believing marriages among the members of the ton could ever be love matches. So, why didn’t you accept his offer?

      Elizabeth had swallowed and then said, Because I... well, there wasn’t one.

      Her brows arched in surprise, Hannah had regarded Elizabeth as a stunned Charlotte turned to lean against the edge of a bed post. Trenton didn’t offer for your hand? Wait... did you know Bostwick would ask for your hand?

      Lady Bostwick hadn’t even allowed the Earl of Trenton to  make an offer on the day he arrived to do so. Instead, she had quizzed him about his mistresses, deciding she couldn’t be married to a man who would always dress better and look more beautiful that she would. And, finally, she decided she couldn’t possibly marry a man who kissed like Lady Hannah’s dog, Harold. Instead, she had proposed to George Bennett-Jones, Viscount Bostwick.

      The viscount, a rather unattractive man, owned little in the way of lands, but possessed three gypsum mines in the south and an annual income one-third of Trenton’s. Having met Elizabeth at an early autumn ball, he courted her for only a few days before he appeared at Elizabeth’s home, intending to make his offer, and had only done so an hour after Elizabeth turned away Trenton.

      In the end, it was Elizabeth who asked for George’s hand.

      Because you loved George? Charlotte had ventured carefully. Why else would Elizabeth turn down Gabriel Wellingham? Charlotte often wondered if Elizabeth had fallen in love with the viscount. The woman didn’t even learn he was a member of the aristocracy until moments before the proposal, and only then because her father had told her.

      No, Elizabeth had responded with a shake of her head, although her denial had been a bit too quick. Well, I didn’t love him then, she had clarified, hinting she had since changed her mind and was now in love with her husband. She had taken a deep breath then, as if she was still uncertain about sharing her information. Charlotte, remember at the Weatherstone ball when I said I had experienced my first kiss, and it was horrible? she had asked then, her eyes rolling dramatically, as if she decided she might as well tell her two friends everything.

      Charlotte had nodded, recalling the evening quite clearly. George had escorted Elizabeth to the supper, and, at George’s insistence, Charlotte joined them at their table. She didn’t quite know how the conversation changed, but Elizabeth had grown quite upset over the fact that her first kiss was quite unpleasant.

      Well, if you’ll recall, I was talking about Trenton. And, truly Hannah, no offense to your dog, but Trenton kissed like Harold MacDuff, she announced then, referring to Hannah’s beloved Alpenmastiff.

      Lady Hannah’s mouth had dropped open in astonishment, never having heard her dog being compared in any way to an earl. None taken, Hannah murmured with a shake of her head, since she agreed her dog did tend to slobber a bit when he was sharing his affection.

      But George was... he is an excellent kisser, Elizabeth had sighed emphatically, her cheeks turning pink as she made the pronouncement. He is an even better lover. And he was quite adamant that, should I agree to marry him, he would never take a mistress nor visit brothels should I agree to marry him. She didn’t add that George was especially supportive of her charity, Lady E’s—Finding Work for the Wounded while Trenton seemed especially offended she worked at her own charity.

      Charlotte had stared at Elizabeth for several seconds, the implication of the viscountess’ comments slowly sinking in. Hannah’s own gasp of surprise was quickly masked by a fake cough. Within a moment, all three women were exchanging nervous glances. Elizabeth! Charlotte had finally admonished her friend. Did you know this about George before you agreed to marry him? she had asked, surprised at herself that she would ask such a personal question of her friend. Kissing before marriage, she could understand. But lovemaking? Elizabeth was suggesting she and the viscount had shared sexual congress prior to their engagement!

      Why, yes, I did, Elizabeth had stated as she held her chin up. Well, she had rolled her eyes again as she corrected herself. I knew about the kissing and... well, most of the rest.

      Charlotte had let out the breath she had been holding.

      George was quite insistent I be left with my virtue intact should I decide not to marry him, which, of course, only made me want him more. I had to know what more there could be after that one glorious night.

      Charlotte had blinked. And blinked again. So, you allowed him to bed you, but—

      I asked him to do so, to prove himself capable of pleasuring me, Elizabeth had clarified. He considered me a beauty, and he knew he was not.

      By bedding you. Hannah was on her feet and standing next to Charlotte’s bed, her arm wrapped around the bed post, presumedly for support.

      By making love to me, Elizabeth whispered, her face blushing quite prettily. George was convinced I wouldn’t give him the proper consideration as a prospective husband. He was correct, in that respect, I am now very sorry to admit, she had explained quite humbly.

      Charlotte had been so surprised at Elizabeth’s admission, she had said the first thing that popped into her mind. So, you had no intention of marrying him before—?

      Of course not! Elizabeth had replied, her manner suggesting she was offended someone would even think she would marry George Bennett-Jones without some kind of side benefit. But, having endured Trenton’s awful kiss and finding his entire approach to mistresses and marriage repulsive, I asked George to kiss me. That was the night of Lady Worthington’s ball, just a few days before Trenton called on me to propose. And the reason I didn’t even allow him to do so, I suppose.

      That last comment forced a couple of gasps from her audience. They had both been under the impression the Earl of Trenton had proposed and been turned down by Lady Elizabeth.

      Elizabeth paused for a moment, absently rubbing a hand over her belly while a wan smile appeared on her face. George kissed me because I asked him to, you see. He was quite thankful for the honor of kissing me. And once George had quite thoroughly satisfied me with his abilities in that regard, I decided to give him a chance to prove himself in bed. I figured if I had to marry someone, I wanted to at least enjoy my time in the marriage bed with him, she had stated emphatically. As you well know, he proved himself quite adept, she had added, patting the evidence of her pregnancy with the palm of her hand. I am telling you this, Lottie, because I believe you should be sure your duke can satisfy you in bed. Or where ever you make love, she had added with a careless wave of her hand. Before you meet him at the altar. And those hideous burn scars be damned!

      Charlotte had gasped at the suggestion, gasped again at the implication Elizabeth had been making love somewhere other than in a bedchamber, and a third time at her friend’s curse. But, I love Wainwright! she had countered defensively, not thinking anything done in the bedroom might have an effect on her feelings for the duke. And she had already come to terms with his scarred visage when he was still in hospital.

      Love has nothing to do with it, my lady, Elizabeth had replied quietly. Trust me. The lack of conviction in how she made the proclamation suggested she might believe love had just a bit to do with it.

      That’s because men do not love their wives, Lottie, Hannah had chimed in to say brightly, despite her tear-filled eyes. For if they did, there would be no reason for mistresses.

      Charlotte stared at her two friends, not believing half of what they claimed and hoping, for her own sake, at least, that they were mistaken. How simple Hannah’s situation is! she thought as she considered her own. She just needs to find an older man in need of an heir.

      And, of all the women in the ton, how odd that the beautiful Elizabeth Carlington would marry a man based on his abilities between the bed linens!

      Charlotte wanted a father for her children, of course, but, secretly, she also wanted that man to love her.

      And if he was a good lover, she would consider that a bonus.

      Lady Charlotte Bingham was contemplating whether or not her host would oblige her in any of those situations when Gates suddenly returned to the parlor.

      “His Grace will see you now.”

      

      Angus McFarland had followed the Earl of Torrington’s coach from the time it left a fashionable townhouse in Mayfair. His employer, a nattily dressed gentleman whom he knew from the gaming hells they frequented, had given him a crown and instructions to follow the coach to its final destination. When you know where she’s staying, see to it she doesn’t live through the night, the man had said, giving him another crown. There will be more if you succeed. And, for God’s sake, man, make it look like an accident.

      McFarland’s eyes widened at the sight of the coins, and he nodded. I’m your man, McFarland had replied with an eager nod.

      Having been on the road for nearly five hours, McFarland was starting to wonder if the assignment was worth the grief. He was tired, thirsty, dusty and saddle sore. The coach’s one stop had been to change horses in Guildford. McFarland had been forced to stay back in the trees and wait until the coach was on its way again before he could hurry into the coaching inn for a quick ale and a hunk of cheese and bread.

      Back on the road, he had forced his horse to a quicker pace and then, when he discovered the coach had stopped to allow a herd of sheep to cross the road, he had been forced to ride on ahead in order to avoid suspicion. Once he was well in front, he pulled his horse off into a thicket and waited for the coach to pass again. It was another two hours before he sighted the coach pulling off the main road and into the half-circle drive of an estate home.

      The house near Kirdford wasn’t a castle nor an overly large estate home, merely two wings on either side of a central hall. He noticed the wing on the west side looked a bit newer, as if the stones had been scrubbed clean and the windows had been washed.

      From his vantage point well away from the house, he watched as two woman departed the coach. The one dressed in a traveling gown would be the cousin, he thought, remembering his employer’s reference to the gel he was to kill during the night. The other woman, dressed in black and walking behind the young woman, would be the lady’s maid.

      Footmen hurried to claim luggage and trunks from the back of the coach as McFarland continued to watch from his hiding place. When the coach suddenly left, not even changing horses before it departed the estate’s drive, McFarland headed his horse toward the nearby village of Kirdford. With her mode of transport gone, the woman wouldn’t be leaving the estate anytime soon, he figured.

      Now he just had to decide on a method of seeing to it she left in a coffin.
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      Joshua’s breath caught when he realized just why Lady Charlotte had come to Wisborough Oaks. To pay her respects, no doubt. To offer condolences and ask if there was anything she could do.

      A pang of guilt shot through him when he remembered meeting her for the first time. She had sought him out that night several Seasons ago, his brother not being in attendance at Lord Weatherstone’s ball. Dressed in an apple green and white gown of satin that displayed her décolletage to his advantage, she had curtsied to his bow and smiled as if he were the only man on the planet. And while dancing, she was poised and confident whilst asking him about his life. He had kept up his end of the conversation, realizing too late their happy moment was shattered when he brought up the topic of his brother, and she said she looked forward to the day when he would become her brother by marriage.

      His father once claimed that, as Earl of Grinstead and heir to the Chichester duchy, John Wainwright II had no choice as to whom he would marry. The daughter of an earl, Charlotte Bingham was arranged for him when he was but ten years old.

      Knowing he would one day become the Duke of Chichester, John accepted the fate that would one day have him married to the woman to whom he was betrothed. And he planned to do so when she turned one-and-twenty. She would bear his heir and perhaps a spare, and he would continue to see his string of mistresses and Cyprians and an occasional trollop, one of whom would infect him with the French pox before he was twenty.

      The thought of Lady Charlotte Bingham marrying his brother was not one Joshua Wainwright entertained very often, however. It made him angry to think that such a beautiful, refined and well-educated woman would be wasted on his unappreciative brother.

      And now she was here.

      And her betrothed was dead and buried in the small graveyard on the eastern edge of the ducal property.

      The implication of that last thought hadn’t quite been considered when Gates entered and bowed. “I apologize, Your Grace,” he said, almost in a whisper. “There is a—”

      “Send her in,” Joshua responded quickly, his attention back on the coach that was making its way back to the main road. The Earl of Torrington’s? he wondered, surprised it was already leaving. Perhaps arrangements had been made at a nearby coaching inn for the horses to be watered and fed.

      Finally moving away from the window and back to the library desk, he remembered his mode of dress. “Wait. Is my topcoat around here somewhere?” he asked. At least he was wearing a waistcoat, he considered, thankful he had donned more than his usual breeches and soft linen shirt that morning. The problem with burn scars was that clothing tended to bind and scrape them during the day. The less he wore, the faster his skin seemed to heal.

      “Should I send a footman for one, Your Grace?” Gates inquired with a cocked eyebrow, noting the nervous behavior of his master.

      “No,” Joshua replied with a quick shake of his head. He reached up to ensure his leather mask covered the worst of his facial burn scars. “Please send in our guest,” he said, trying to take on an air of casual interest. “And be sure she’s given a suite of rooms appropriate to her rank.” With her mode of transport gone, it was obvious she intended to stay.

      “As you wish,” the butler replied as he bowed and disappeared, not reminding His Grace there was only one apartment available in the entire house. The east wing included only three on the second floor, and two of those were being used by Joshua and Garrett. At least there were several servants’ quarters available near the kitchen. Gates would see to the lady’s maid as soon as her mistress was shown to the study.

      

      Stunned at how quickly she had been escorted to the study, Charlotte made sure to afford the Duke of Chichester her very best, deepest curtsy followed by a brilliant smile and the words, “It is so very good to see you again, Your Grace.”

      Although a simple nod of his head would have sufficed, Joshua bowed, his vision taking in the woman he had often dreamed of having as his own. She seemed even more beautiful than when he had last seen her. At a ball, no doubt, her honey blonde hair shimmering under the candlelight of the ballroom, her infectious smile wiping out the glum he had felt at his continued losing streak in the card room.

      He rather doubted her comment, though, knowing that to see him now was not nearly as pleasant at it had been before the fire. He still had the strong jawline and a wider than normal nose for an aristocrat, and his features were balanced by broad cheekbones and a mouth that smiled easily.

      At least, it used to.

      With a leather mask covering most of the left half of his face and the side of his head to just beyond his ear, he looked as if he was about to attend a masked ball. If one looked closely, it became apparent his left eyelid was pulled a bit, misshapen by the tight, scarred skin under the mask. “And you, Lady Charlotte,” he answered, his face brightening. He stepped forward and took her hand in his, lowering his lips and lightly brushing them over the knuckles. “I am honored you have come.”

      A shiver passed through Charlotte’s hand as she felt his warm lips actually touch her. To see him up and about, apparently in charge of ducal matters, was a huge relief. And to see that his scars were easily hidden by the mask he wore meant he was probably back to living a somewhat normal life. If she didn’t know the entire left side of his torso and arm had at one time been engulfed in flames, she wouldn’t know it from looking at him now.

      He leaned a bit to the left, no doubt due to what the doctor had explained was a tightening of the skin when it healed. If he was following the regimen recommended by the doctor, though, eventually he would regain full use of his arm and body, perhaps even regain the feeling in the damaged skin.

      Gates cleared his throat and Joshua tore his gaze from Charlotte for a moment. “Yes, Gates?” he prodded, wishing the butler would leave them alone. He then felt a bit of panic at the thought he would be left alone with her.

      “Your Grace, Cook is in need of a menu for this evening’s dinner,” he intoned, using a quiet voice and a manner suggesting he had made the query earlier and, now that they had a guest, dinner would need to be more than a casual affair.

      Joshua closed his eyes for a moment, a small headache suddenly forming at the front of his head. He used his right hand to rub his temple. He had forgotten to do menus for the week and then put off requesting anything in particular because, well, it was just Garrett and him eating in the dining room these days.

      Charlotte noticed his discomfort. “If I may, Your Grace?” she offered quietly.

      Joshua opened his eyes, wondering at first what she meant, and then understood with a sense of immense relief she might be about to save him. “Please do,” he replied, his voice an exaggerated plea despite his not knowing exactly what it was she was offering.

      Turning to the butler, Charlotte thought for a moment. “Let us start with walnuts and coffee in the library. Then, at the table, let us do a beef broth soup followed by a plate of cheese and breads. Leg of lamb with mint sauce and herbed new potatoes, and whatever vegetable is ripened in that beautiful garden I saw as we drove up. For the fish course, sole in a light butter sauce, and for dessert,” she paused to regard Joshua for a moment, “Chocolate bread pudding with just a small dollop of vanilla crème.”

      Eyes widening, Joshua listened to her recite the menu. My favorite meal, he thought, wondering how she could possibly remember—if, indeed, she ever knew. He nodded at Gates’ questioning glance aimed in his direction. “What she said,” he spoke quickly. “And could you have Mrs. Gates bring tea, please?” As he hoped, the butler bowed and left the study.

      “Thank you,” he said as he regarded Charlotte, a bemused expression on his face. “You have saved me from my cook’s wrath.”

      The brilliant smile reappeared. “You are most welcome, Your Grace.”

      Joshua nodded, suddenly ill at ease. “Have you just come from London?” he asked, hoping there was more to her visit than just condolences for his departed family.

      Charlotte nodded. “Indeed. I hope I have not caught you at an inopportune time,” she spoke quietly, and then glanced at a nearby settee as if to hint they should be seated.

      “Please,” he said as he held out an arm.

      Once Charlotte had taken her place on the deep green velvet upholstered settee, he took the adjacent chair to her left, wanting to be sure the right side of his face was most visible to her. It wasn’t just dressing table that had him sitting to her left. The hearing in his left ear was still somewhat lacking, although a nearby doctor had assured him it would probably return in time.

      “If it would be more comfortable for you, please feel free to remove your mask,” Charlotte suggested, her hands folded loosely in her lap. The deep blue of her gown set off the creamy skin of her face and neck, and its snug fitting bodice showed off just a hint of décolletage. “Your scars do not offend me.”

      Rather surprised by her suggestion and even more so by her statement, Joshua shook his head. “I could not,” he replied sternly. “Certainly not in the company of a beautiful woman such as yourself.”

      Stunned by both the compliment and by the thought that he seemed to have forgotten she had already seen him in a much worse state, Charlotte stilled herself. Perhaps he doesn’t remember, she thought suddenly. “As I recall, you were in hospital for nearly a month,” she said quietly, not wanting the footman near the door to overhear her.

      Joshua turned his head slightly, eyeing her with a bit of suspicion and wondering when a footman had come into the study. Or is he always there? he thought absently. Like he’s turned to stone and become part of the furniture. “Twenty-nine days,” he affirmed with a nod, his lips forming a straight line suggesting he was not the least bit pleased she knew anything about his time in hospital.

      To remember those days was to relive a kind of torture he couldn’t wish on his worst enemy. To remember those days meant he had to admit that, whenever he had been conscious, he had wished he could simply die. The pain had been excruciating. Death would have been a welcome respite. “And from whom did you learn this information?”

      Charlotte lowered her gaze, wondering if she should admit her part in those first few hellish days of his hospitalization and the even worse days that followed. “I was... I visited, of course,” she said in a whisper, forcing Joshua to lean in closer.

      He caught the familiar scent of jasmine, and as much as he wanted to inhale deeply, he forced himself to remain still.

      “I was already volunteering in the children’s ward several days a week. Once you were brought in, I made it clear to your physician you were to receive the very best care.”

      Joshua’s brows knitted together, the implication of her statement slowly sinking into his brain. Christ, did she see me without the bandages? Had she seen every last gruesome burn and the raw wounds he sported for so many weeks after the fire? He thought not, for here she sat, as if he had only been in hospital recovering from a fever. “But, why?” he asked.

      Lady Charlotte’s eyebrows shot up. “We were... we are betrothed now.”

      Although he heard the words, Joshua didn’t immediately comprehend them.

      “You had to survive. You are the sole heir to the duchy. I had to be sure you were treated well. Sometimes those with burns are treated…” Charlotte paused, not wanting to put voice to the atrocities she had witnessed whilst volunteering at hospital. “Poorly,” she finally finished, trying to hide the awkwardness of her statement with a shrug.

      Suddenly rather self-conscious, Joshua shifted in his chair. “So, you are aware of the extent of my injuries?” he countered in almost a question, his eyes not making contact with hers. Betrothed? Matrimony? Given the events of six months ago and the subsequent work he’d had to do to recover and then see to the recovery of the Chichester duchy, the very last thing he would consider was matrimony.

      I cannot allow this woman to think she must marry me!

      It was Charlotte’s turn to furrow her brows, thinking at the time Joshua had been spared from the truly gruesome burns that resulted in the deaths of three others and the debilitating injury and burns suffered by a groom who had lost an arm to amputation. “I am, but…,” she started to reply uncertainly, wondering why he made his wounds sound worse than they were. He hadn’t lost a limb, the burns were on the side of his chest and shoulder and the top of his hip and his face. Can he be that vain?

      “Then you know why I cannot take you as my wife,” he interrupted, the tone of his voice making it sound as if there were no need for her to make an apology and that she was spared of having to ask to be relieved of her duty to marry him.

      Shaking her head, Charlotte regarded him for a moment. “I fail to see how your wounds would prevent you from marrying me,” she replied, trying hard to keep the growing panic she felt from coloring her voice.

      If Joshua Wainwright refused to take her as his wife, Charlotte would have no where to go. She had spent the last six months claiming, quite publicly, she would be married to him after her twenty-first birthday. The fact that she had been betrothed for nearly eighteen years meant there were no suitors for her hand. To be rejected by the duke would mean a stain on her character. The members of the ton would shun her.

      Joshua reached out to grip her arm, a move he had forgotten was forbidden with an unmarried woman. But Charlotte allowed him the impropriety and merely glanced at his hand as he gently held onto her. He leaned in and said, in a very quiet voice, “I have no intention of subjecting you, or any woman, for that matter, to a life with an abomination,” he countered, his impatience growing.

      Despite her very best attempt at decorum, Charlotte gasped, her mouth open in an expression of shock. How can he think such a thing? Despite the mask he wore, he was still a handsome man. His dark, wavy hair had grown a bit too long. His brown eyes, which at the moment looked nearly black, were framed with dark lashes and set upon broad cheekbones split by a wide nose. And that mouth. She had often thought of that mouth and how it would feel to have it pressed against her lips. She practically shivered at the thought of it. “And I have no intention of not fulfilling my obligation to this dukedom,” she stated in a hoarse whisper, angered by his stubborn attitude.

      It was Joshua’s turn to be shocked. “I am giving you the opportunity to gracefully bow out of this arrangement!” he stated, his voice growing in volume.

      “And I am refusing to take it!” Charlotte countered, her voice still a loud whisper.

      At some point during their verbal volley, the footman had opened the door for the housekeeper. Mrs. Gates, carrying an ancient silver tray with a tea service, hurried to where Charlotte and Joshua sat. “Your Grace,” she said as she curtsied in his direction, well aware she had interrupted a discussion that was becoming somewhat heated.

      “Mrs. Gates,” Joshua acknowledged with a nod, his lips set in a thin line. How can Lady Charlotte continue to look so damned composed after that bit of disagreement? he wondered, unable to tear his gaze away from her perfect oval face, her lips—the bottom one plump and quite kissable,—her straight nose that ended quite prettily. Not nearly as long and hooked as some of those other women of the ton, he thought. Then there were her clear green eyes, in which he was getting quite lost at the moment.

      The round, older woman, all dimples and grins, set the tray down on the tea table and began pouring for the quiet couple. She wore her gray hair in braids that had been wrapped around her head several times to form a silver coronet. A white apron, newly ironed, covered her long-sleeved black gown. Her happy grin was accompanied by a wink—a wink!—upon giving a cup of sugared tea to Charlotte. “Lady Charlotte! ’Tis so good to see you again!” she said in an excited voice.

      The earl’s daughter felt a flush of color creep up her face at the gesture and the comment. Again? She had only been to the estate one other time in her entire life. When I was three! And how much of their discussion had the woman overheard?

      When Mrs. Gates turned to give a cup to Joshua, after she had added a lump of sugar and a bit of milk, she frowned at him as if he were some recalcitrant schoolboy.

      Aware he was being watched, Joshua tore his gaze from Charlotte to stare back at the housekeeper. He attempted to make his indignation apparent to her in the hopes she would leave. Instead, the older woman put a hand to her rather imposing hip and waved a finger toward his face. “What would your mother say?” she whispered in disgust before stepping away, bobbing a curtsy and then taking her leave, her skirts swishing about the legs of the furniture in her haste to leave.

      Joshua turned to watch the housekeeper hurry away. When his attention returned to Charlotte, he saw she had a hand in front of her mouth, attempting to hide an embarrassed grin. “She winked at me!” Charlotte said, her eyes bright.

      The tense atmosphere that had grown between the two of them shattered as Joshua rolled his eyes and allowed his own grin. “She is a formidable woman,” he explained finally, finding it easy to keep from laughing when reminded of his mother. Indeed, what would Grace Wainwright say if she discovered her son denying his betrothal? “I think Mrs. Gates has been here since the house was built,” he added before he sighed loudly. “I apologize for my... and her... behavior,” he said, barely able to get the words out before Charlotte smiled that brilliant smile that took his breath away.

      “As do I,” Charlotte said, trying hard to school her features back to some semblance of seriousness. The housekeeper was obviously a long-time fixture of the estate. There could be no other reason her familiar behavior would be tolerated. With there being no mother to chastise Joshua for his angry outburst, Mrs. Gates had taken it upon herself to do so. And with her wink, she had obviously sided with Charlotte in the disagreement.

      The light in Charlotte’s eyes seemed to dim, though, as she remembered the other reason for her visit. “I am very sorry for your loss,” she finally spoke, chastising herself when she realized she hadn’t mentioned it earlier. “Please accept my condolences.”

      Joshua took a deep breath, the humor gone as quickly as it had come. “Thank you,” he replied with a nod. He wanted to scrub his face with his hand but forced himself to keep it on the arm of the chair. He might have mourned his family’s loss for six months, but the pain of their deaths was still fresh. “I think I miss my sister the most,” he said quietly. “I teased her mercilessly, but she would have had her coming out in a couple of years, and I was quite prepared to play the role of older, protective brother.”

      Charlotte took a sip from her tea cup. “That, I can imagine you doing,” she said quietly. “But I understand she was already betrothed. To an earl, wasn’t it?”

      Shifting in his chair, Joshua shook his head. “Henry Forster, Earl of Gisborn,” he announced, apparently none too pleased with the choice.

      Paling suddenly, Charlotte swallowed. She knew a Henry Forster from her youth, but he certainly wasn’t an earl. Nor was his father. A pleasant man, well dressed and obviously now educated, Mr. Forster had conversed with her at only a couple of society events in London. From the snippets she recalled, Charlotte thought his interests centered on farming and inventions. He was a gentleman, to be sure, but if he was a member of the aristocracy, he didn’t let on as he used no title when introducing himself. He had, in fact, insisted she call him ‘Henry’, perhaps in the hopes she would allow him to call her ‘Charlotte’. She had never given him permission to do so, but in her defense, she hadn’t had the chance since they were interrupted several times by others during the evening he made his request. As she thought about Mr. Forster, she realized she had never seen him at a society event during the past Season and wondered why.

      As for the Earl of Gisborn, her father had mentioned that name—threatened her with it, actually. “Isn’t he quite... old?” she queried, thinking perhaps Jennifer was better off having died in the fire. And then she chastised herself for entertaining such a morbid thought.

      “His uncle was nearly seventy when he died a month or so ago, so Forster has just come into his inheritance. Late twenties, maybe thirty, I think, but, yes, he would have been far too old for my sister by the time she was of an age to marry,” he agreed with a sigh.

      Charlotte considered the information, marveling at the thought of Henry Forster as an earl. Her father... well, she would have to think about him later.

      Joshua was regarding her with a look suggesting he might be changing his mind with respect to her future. She did her best to appear as if she were already his duchess even though she still feared he would dismiss her.

      Joshua took a drink of tea and considered their discussion from earlier. They had come to a bit of an impasse. Charlotte was quite willful, he decided, and was obviously stubborn about fulfilling her obligation. But he was just as certain he didn’t wish to take a wife and subject her to him, in his current state at least, even if he did require an heir. The dukedom would survive as long as he did, and then it could pass to the nearest relative, whoever that was, and if there wasn’t one, it would go back to the Crown.

      Certainly nothing would be decided this afternoon.

      He could offer Charlotte hospitality indefinitely, of course, although if word got out he was harboring an unmarried woman, there would probably be scandal. Unless... “Have you any plans, other than matrimonial, in the foreseeable future?” he asked, setting his tea cup on the silver tray.

      Charlotte followed suit with her tea cup as she considered the implication of his question. “I do not,” she finally answered, trying to hide her sudden nervousness. She was sure he was about to dismiss her. Where will I go? she wondered, knowing she couldn’t return to London. One of her family’s country estates was in Oxfordshire, but she had no desire to go there, especially before summer.

      “Then I would ask that you stay on here at Wisborough Oaks,” the duke offered, leaning forward, his elbows braced on his knees. “I believe you have a maid who could act as your chaperone?” he suggested, deciding if she were seen as his hostess or châtelaine, available to receive callers and to act as if she might one day be his duchess, perhaps his own standing as a duke would be improved. He knew there were those who didn’t consider him suitable for the role of a duke. He had spent his life being the second son and a gambler, after all.

      But in the course of six months, Joshua had given up the life of a gambler, and his wounds prevented him from seeking female companionship. He felt his groin tighten now, though, when he realized Charlotte would agree to stay and oversee the household. Whatever am I thinking in asking her to stay?

      Straightening on the settee, Charlotte regarded Joshua and allowed a brilliant smile. “I would like that very much, Your Grace,” she replied with a nod. “Thank you.”

      Joshua nodded, a bit uncertain as to what to do next. “You must be exhausted from your travels,” he said then, aware he had spent far too long with her given the amount of work he still needed to complete that afternoon. “I will have Gates show you and your maid to your rooms.” He held out a hand in an effort to assist her up from the settee. She took it, unaware of the shiver her touch sent up Joshua’s arm. “And then I will see you in the library for walnuts and coffee at seven,” he added, remembering the menu she had recited to Gates. He was nervous at the thought. At least Garrett would be there, too. Perhaps Charlotte wouldn’t be quite so stubborn in the presence of his estate manager.

      “Thank you,” she said again as she curtsied and left the study. She followed Gates to her bedchamber on the second floor. How could the man be so insufferably stubborn? she wondered as she made her way up the staircase. He should be thankful there is someone who wants to marry him.

      But a rather humbling thought occurred to her as she reached the landing.

      He no doubt thinks the same about me.
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