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        May 1814

        London

      

      

      

      An undercurrent of twittering tongues preceded Edward Parkhill, Duke of Hartshorne, as he crossed Lady Albright’s ballroom. Gritting his teeth and nodding at the occasional matron who dared peer at him through her quizzing glass, Hart continued his search for the raven curls belonging to one specific woman.

      Already he regretted his return to England. He’d hoped to be home for at least a week before reaching the point of exasperation, but after just one night he wondered if he was on a fool’s quest.

      Turbaned matrons spoke to each other behind their fans or gathered their daughters behind them like gaily-colored hens guarding their chicks. He noted the young ladies were less discreet in their stares, some smiling as if realizing his appearance meant he was in the market for a bride.

      He wasn’t.

      Ignoring them all, he found the object of his search.

      Lady Marjorie Gideon stood with her friend, Lady Phoebe Woodson, surrounded by a gaggle of likely suitors. She laughed at something one of the men said and looked completely at ease in their worship of her.

      Sir Lionel Newcomb turned his head and his eyes locked on Hart. One by one the others in their small group did the same. Tossing her fashionably short black curls, Lady Marjorie glanced over her shoulder. Hart knew the moment she recognized him. Her full, pink lips parted, her smile faded, and her fingertips pressed against her collarbone before she turned back to her friends.

      He hadn’t seen the one emotion he hoped for. Welcome.

      Acid burned in his gut, but he would not give up. If she thought she could dismiss him so easily, she had a lesson coming.

      The crowd around Lady Marjorie parted, allowing Hart to stand opposite the woman who owned his heart. Her smile had returned, wavering and fragile, ready to shatter at any moment. His chest tightened in a pang of guilt. He swallowed it down. He couldn’t change the past and wouldn’t have done any differently if he could go back, despite the consequences of those actions and how much they’d hurt her. Sometimes honor put one in a difficult place and no one came out the winner.

      Taking her offered hand, he bowed low over it, squeezing her gloved fingers with more familiarity than proper in such a setting. With all his remaining decorum, he refrained from pressing his lips to her glove. “You are quite lovely this evening, Lady Marjorie. And you, Lady Phoebe, are a vision as always.”

      The other young woman giggled and fluttered her fan. A Diamond of the First Water, Lady Phoebe was among those he’d thought certain to secure a husband while he’d been on the Continent. No less pretty, Lady Marjorie had undoubtedly received many offers. Hart had nearly gone giddy when his brother informed him she remained unattached, but he blamed his foolishly overwhelming relief on the stress of recent events.

      “Your Grace. I am all astonishment to see you.” Lady Marjorie’s rich, velvety tones smoothed the rough edges of the nerves he fought to hide. “I understood you to be in Cadiz.”

      Sir Lionel, his brashness unchanged in three years, nodded Hart’s way. “Hartshorne, I must say you are quite the last person I expected to see here. Or anywhere in Town, for that matter. I heard of your father’s passing. My condolences.”

      “Yes, forgive me, Your Grace,” Lady Marjorie said. “In my surprise to see you, I’d forgotten the reason for your return. My parents regretted not being free to travel when they received word of the loss of your father. My mother has been suffering one of her complaints.”

      Hart nodded. “My mother mentioned receiving a letter from Lady Nawton. I hope her illness is not of long duration.”

      Lady Marjorie smiled, but turned back to her friends, her dismissal blatant.

      Hart took in her stylish curls with small pearls woven among them, and the sparkle of her violet eyes. Once, they had lit upon seeing him. At least he saw no lingering dullness in them from the pain he’d undoubtedly caused her. Her pale blue satin gown draped over a more mature figure, and her manner seemed a bit more subdued, but otherwise she remained unchanged.

      He had much to atone for and the Season was almost over. Too soon, her family would leave London, and he would have no opportunity to call upon her. Wasting no time, he spoke. “If you have not already promised it, might I have the next dance, Lady Marjorie?”

      Her eyes narrowed on him, her chin lifting. “Why, I hadn’t…that is…yes. Yes, of course I shall dance with you.”

      A heavy weight lifted from his shoulders. At least she did not loathe him. Or perhaps she was still too polite to make a scene with the entire ton watching their every move.

      When the current set ended and the musicians prepared for the waltz, Hart held out his hand. Lady Marjorie’s gloved fingers touched his and the familiar burn heated his palm. How odd that even holding her hand imbued a reaction so different from other women’s hands. The intense attraction that made his heart race when near her hadn’t faded. He placed her fingers on his arm and led her to stand among the other couples near the center of the large room.

      Hart felt the eyes of everyone in the ballroom upon them, watching for any little sign that could be twisted into a juicy tidbit to share in tomorrow’s morning calls. The music began, and he swept Lady Marjorie into the flowing moves. Their bodies worked as one, as if they’d waltzed together just the previous night. She smelled of summer roses, a fragrance which had lived in his memory since he first danced with her four years before.

      Lady Marjorie’s gaze remained on his cravat, as though she refused to meet his eyes. She must be twenty-two years old now, and was far too pretty to not have had many offers for her hand. Her income was enough to entice fortune hunters—why was she still unmarried?

      Looking up at him at last, Lady Marjorie could have been dancing with a stranger for all the coolness in her gaze. “Have you been in Town long, Your Grace?”

      Were there unspoken questions included in her query? Why are you here? Why didn’t you let me know you had returned? Or, perhaps, why can’t you leave me alone? Assuming an equally polite smile, he said, “No. I arrived last evening. I feared I might miss the entire Season.”

      Her brows pressed together, then smoothed again, a schooled mask slipping into place over her features. “Well, you are quite the sensation tonight. I daresay Lady Albright will enjoy the fame you bring to her ball.”

      “I’m delighted to add to the on dits Society enjoys.” That was an outright lie, but she would know it. If there were any way of taking Lady Marjorie off to a private alcove or antechamber, he would. Wouldn’t that just stir the embers of the scandal that had driven him from Town? Yet he had to show everyone he wasn’t the bounder they’d declared him to be. It rankled his soul to perform for others, but in this case the end result was worth the cost.

      Her head tipped to one side. “I wouldn’t have thought it of you. Has being away changed you that much?”

      His heart warmed at her words. She remembered him kindly. “In one matter, I remain much as I was. Lady Marjorie—”

      “It is quite the crush tonight, is it not?” She turned her face away, her step faltering as she cut him off.

      He tightened his hold on her to keep her from falling. A kinder man would return her to her friends and walk away. A stronger man. He didn’t consider himself weak…until it came to Marjorie. “I must speak with you. In a matter of weeks, your family will return to Cornwall and I won’t have another chance. Or am I already too late? Have you formed an attachment? Tell me so and I shall leave you alone.”

      She would not meet his gaze. Hart’s gut knotted.

      With the eyes of Society—and their meddling ways— upon them, Hart knew how foolish it was to even consider whisking Marjorie away from the dance floor. Yet if she refused to speak to him as they twirled shoulder to shoulder with the other dancers, he had no choice. Altering his direction, he maneuvered their way toward the large terrace. The double French doors stood open to the cool night air, and several couples strolled just beyond, where the light from the ballroom filtered out. Placing her hand on his arm, he led her as far from the others as propriety—and the iron railing—allowed.

      Torches lined the terrace, giving off a romantic ambiance he wished they could take advantage of. He longed to touch her hair and see if it felt as soft as it looked. As silky as he remembered. Clearing his throat and remembering his reason for taking her outside, he lifted his gaze to her eyes. “Will you answer me now?”

      “Which question do I answer? Are you too late? Have I formed an attachment? It matters not. The answer is the same to both. Yes. Now, let me go.”

      His fingers tightened for a moment, then he dropped his hand. “Only for a moment. Never for a lifetime.”
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        * * *

      

      The duke’s words pierced her very soul, yet her anger won out over her pain. What made him think he had the right to pursue her again? She loathed him. Despised him for hurting her when he fled to Spain to avoid the altar with another woman. Abhorred him for trampling upon her heart until it was no longer capable of aching. Hated him for looking so blindingly handsome tonight she couldn’t continue to hate him.

      Blast him. She turned to look out over the moonlit garden so she couldn’t see the torch flames reflecting in his green eyes. He stood too close, but now that he was back on this side of the Channel, anywhere would be too close.

      “I’m too late. I feared as much.” His voice, spoken close to her cheek, sent chills over her, his breath tickling the curls in front of her ear. “I wrote you before I left, asking you to forgive me. I know it was too much to ask you to wait, but I hoped…”

      “I never received your note.” She forced herself to take him at his word. If her father had discovered the letter, he would have burned it before she could read it. She drew in a breath to relieve the sharp pains in her chest. Scars opened over wounds she’d thought long healed and began to bleed anew.

      Marjorie needed to go back inside to spare Lord Quorndon any fears of her betrayal, yet she needed answers to be able to put the past behind her. She glanced over her shoulder at the duke. “Why did you leave? It nearly destroyed me. I heard such stories, it was difficult to discern any truth.”

      “I can imagine what was said. None of it was true, I am certain. No one outside my family knows the truth.”

      Again, she told herself to walk away. Again, her heart begged to understand why her love hadn’t been enough for him. She spun to face him, her heart pounding. “Tell me.”

      He raked a hand through his chestnut-colored hair, his lips pressed thin. “I can’t.”

      “Surely I deserve as much. I thought you—I thought we had an understanding. You can imagine my surprise at learning you were engaged to another woman.”

      The duke—she had trouble thinking of him that way. He was still Lord Moorhead in her heart, the eldest of the duke’s sons. She’d heard he was styling himself “Hart” to distance himself from his father, Hartshorne. He took her hands in his, running the pads of his thumbs over her knuckles and sending shivers up her arms. “We did have an understanding. The last time I saw you, I’d planned to speak to your father before the week was out. But my father had other plans for me.”

      “You were betrothed to Miss Craven.” There, she’d said the words that had stolen her complacency these past three years. It gave her no relief from her pain. “Was that before or after you charmed me into loving you?”

      “Only in my father’s head was I betrothed.”

      “Yet it was on everyone’s lips that you fled to the Continent to avoid marrying her.”

      His grip on her hands tightened. “That’s not the truth of it. Not the whole truth.”

      “Then tell me what happened. Please, Hart, I need to understand.” She’d almost called him Edward. Wouldn’t that set tongues to wagging if she were overheard? She remembered how the questioning, sympathetic eyes of Society had followed her everywhere when word had spread he’d refused to marry Miss Craven. Since no one mentioned any hint of an attachment between him and the lady, everyone imagined the worst—that he had compromised Miss Craven and fled.

      The gossips whispered of Lady Marjorie’s relationship to him, and questioned her role in the scandal. A victim, of course, they agreed, but how badly had she been mistreated? Had she been—gasp—compromised? They seemed to wish the worst had happened to her.

      Now Polite Society would have more to speak of, more reasons to whisper about Poor Lady Marjorie. Mama would be upset, but that mattered less to Marjorie than finally being able to mend her heart.

      Hart swiped his hand over his mouth as if removing a bad taste. “I cannot discuss the details of that day in deference to Cecily.”

      “Your brother married her, so what scandal can come of it now?”

      He shook his head. “I am sorry, but you will have to ask her.”

      She studied those expressive eyes that had captivated her so many times. Before he’d left England, she would have trusted him with her world. She had trusted him with her heart, only to have it crushed. Dare she give him the chance to destroy her again?

      Clarity struck her like a candle lighting a room. She didn’t need to trust the duke. He was no longer a part of her life. The only man she needed to trust now was Peter Caruthers, Earl of Quorndon.

      Tearing her thoughts away from Hart before they led her somewhere she dared not go, Marjorie turned toward the doors. “We should return. I have likely missed the set I promised to Sir Lionel.”
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      The next morning, Hart sat behind his father’s desk in his London home.  He forced himself to focus on the pages of figures spread before him. His solicitor had said the estate was in good order, but Hart couldn’t bring himself to care at the moment if the country house brought in a decent living or not. All he cared about was Lady Marjorie.

      Immense relief greeted the sight of his brother James entering the library. James poured himself a snifter of brandy and sat opposite the desk. Stacking the papers, Hart placed them in a drawer to worry about later. “How is Cecily faring? Has she recuperated from your journey? I can’t imagine what made you insist she come here in her condition, no matter how well-sprung your carriage is.”

      “Cook sent up some biscuits and tea this morning which seems to have helped some. It strikes me odd that women have such a difficult time bearing children. Can you imagine if sheep battled the same morning complaints, or cattle? No one would ever choose to raise them.”

      “There are some who say the same about children. Loud, ill-mannered, and foul-smelling, why would anyone want one?”

      James laughed. “I never knew you felt that way about babies. I’ll remember that come Christmastime. You will have the nursery in good order before we arrive?”

      Hart grinned back at him. “I didn’t refer to my own feelings for the squalling brats. Of course, your children will always be welcome here. However, I doubt Cecily and the babe will be up to traveling by then.”

      “She loves it here in Town, even when she can’t leave the house. Tell me, have you seen Lady Marjorie, and is she still unwed?”

      Hart sat back in his chair, rested his elbows on the arms and steepled his fingers as the acid burn in his gut flared. He’d forgiven his brother years ago, but some days it was tougher than others not to knock some sense into the man’s head. Marjorie was the last person James should bring up, since it was his fault she and Hart weren’t already married. “She is.”

      “You still have time, then.”

      “Not so. She wants nothing to do with me. And worse, she’s formed an attachment with Quorndon.”

      James chuckled. “What’s the problem? You used to beat him at everything from maths to cricket.”

      “Marjorie isn’t a prize to be won.” He scratched the hairs on the back of his neck that bristled like a cur. “Well, perhaps she is, but she’s more than that. She has feelings. Or don’t you remember how badly we hurt her?”

      Squirming with obvious guilt, his brother asked, “Does she love him?”

      He tapped his forefingers together and thought. She hadn’t mentioned love at all. Nothing in the way she looked at Quorndon spoke of love, nor did Hart see the passion her gaze held when he’d kissed her last, before the fight with his father. He hoped he hadn’t stolen her capacity for love. “I don’t believe she is.”

      “Did she say flat out that she would not marry you?”

      “She barely spoke to me. That doesn’t encourage one to bring up marriage.”

      “If she didn’t come right out and wish you to the devil, I’d say the door is still open. What do you plan to do about it?”

      Hart easily recalled Marjorie’s delicate face as she looked last night. He couldn’t imagine her marrying anyone else. No one else deserved her. Yet Marjorie had every reason not to want to speak to him again.

      If only he’d handled matters differently. Those last few days they’d had together before he left for Spain three years ago were still fresh in his memory. The stolen kisses at the balls, and one brave moment in the garden of her father’s home when passion had carried them to dangerous limits. He’d left her that day with full intention of speaking to his own father about his decision to marry.

      Yet when he’d arrived at his father’s house the next afternoon—the house where he and James now sat—he’d walked in on a very indiscreet scene between his brother and Cecily. In embarrassment, Cecily ran crying from the room, straightening her gown as she went.

      Hart had argued with his brother about compromising the girl, and their shouts drowned out their father’s approach.

      “How dare you,” his father yelled at Hart. “You may dally with the serving girls if you must, but the daughter of a baronet? And a friend at that? You’ve gone too far.”

      Glaring at his brother, Hart had waited for James to speak. And waited. The coward looked down at his boots and said nothing. Shaking his head in disgust, Hart turned back to his father and listened to the outpouring of angry words. When the man finally ceased, Hart said, “In that, you are correct, father. It was badly done and an offer must be made, but not by me.”

      His father turned red, sputtering colorful language and waving his arms. “Not by you? And whom do you propose to make this right? You compromised her and you shall be the one to pay!”

      Again, Hart looked to James to speak. His brother loved Cecily, why wasn’t he saying so? Their father held James in his highest esteem, and would be most forgiving to him—the complete opposite to the way he treated Hart. James had planned to marry Cecily, yet he was too afraid to face their father’s wrath.

      Hart stared down the old man. “I do not love Cecily and I refuse to be the one to marry her.”

      Father stalked closer and shook his fist. “You will marry who I say you will marry.”

      His own anger intensifying, Hart shouted back. “I will not marry Cecily Craven.”

      A new voice joined the angry scene—that of a man Hart hadn’t realized was present. “He most certainly will not marry my daughter.” Wilford Craven stood just inside the doorway, his fists on his hips. “I will not hand her off to anyone who would treat her in such a fashion.”

      The duke turned on his friend. “I won’t have the Hartshorne title blackened with a scandal. My son will do his duty by her and no word of any impropriety will leave this house.”

      The two older men continued to shout until, at last, James found his voice. “I will marry her, if she’ll have me.”

      Snapping his head around, the duke looked at his younger son. “‘If she’ll have you?’ She’d be a fool not to take your offer. It would be a damned sight better than marrying anyone who’d take advantage of her.” Those last words were thrown at Hart, who bit his tongue.

      He waited for his brother to confess, but James seemed to fear it would tarnish his sainted image in the eyes of their father. It took all of Hart’s restraint to remain silent.

      As the older men began to discuss James’s offer, Hart turned to leave the room, flexing his fists to relieve the building tension in his body. His father stopped him. “You have shamed me for the last time. I will have no son who doesn’t own up to his misdeeds. Take yourself away and do not force me to look upon you again. I care not what you do anymore.”

      With one last glance at his brother, who held the power to clear Hart’s name, he’d left for the Continent. His only regret had been not visiting Lady Marjorie and explaining his departure, but he’d been so angry he would have frightened her.

      Three years in a foreign country gave one much time to reflect. James had married Cecily, but the stain on Hart’s name never faded. The gossips held tightly to the scandal, like street urchins with a stolen purse. Heaven forbid they wouldn’t have anything to talk about. Admittedly Hart had been somewhat of a rake before meeting Lady Marjorie, but he’d never been accused of compromising a Lady of Quality. He’d limited his affairs to widows, before giving them up entirely.

      Now, life without Marjorie would continue to be colored in grays and black, and he needed the beauty of spring around him. He’d have to leave London to avoid seeing her in passing—and doing something foolish. She’d moved on with her life and it was time he did, too.

      As visions of her bright smile and round cheeks danced in his thoughts, he acknowledged the fact he wasn’t willing to give her up so easily. Jumping to his feet, he marched toward the door. “What do I plan to do about it? I still have some time. I must remind Marjorie that she cannot live without me. If she honestly prefers Quorndon, then I will walk away. Her happiness is most important. I can’t hurt her again.”
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        * * *

      

      The sun burned brightly on the overcrowded paths of Hyde Park. Marjorie strolled beside Lord Quorndon and Phoebe walked just behind them with Sir Lionel. A pair of white horses paused in front of them, blocking their path.

      Sisters Lady Esther and Lady Eleanor Greenleaf, the most notorious gossips in Town this Season, smirked down at the foursome. Lady Eleanor spoke first. “Why, Lady Marjorie. I expected to see you parading about on the arm of the duke after last night.”

      Lord Quorndon’s gaze snapped to Marjorie, who smiled at him. “You make too much of a single dance. Surely you don’t expect me to refuse to dance with a duke.”

      Lady Esther responded with forced laughter. “One cannot refuse anything a duke requests, can one? Especially not one as handsome as Hartshorne.”

      “Hartshorne is in Town?” Quorndon’s voice was empty of emotion, hiding his reaction to the news.

      Marjorie turned her head to him. “It would appear so. He was at Lady Albright’s last night.”

      Tipping his hat to the sisters, Quorndon dismissed them. “As you see, Lady Marjorie walks with me this afternoon, not Hartshorne. You may pass that news along to anyone who would care to know it. Good day.” He guided Marjorie around them and they continued down the path.

      Marjorie closed her eyes in relief. Quorndon would never act in any way that might give others a reason to talk, always hiding his emotions. Every day, she gave thanks he’d offered for her hand. In a month, they would marry and she could finally put her memories of Hart to rest.

      Her body argued, longing to be held in Hartshorne’s arms again.

      After a brief silence, the earl spoke. “At one time, I believe it was said that the marquess, as Hartshorne was then, had compromised a Miss Craven. His brother ended up marrying the chit, did he not?”

      Lady Marjorie slowed her step, wishing Phoebe and Sir Lionel would catch up so they couldn’t speak of private matters. “Please, I don’t wish to discuss the duke or his family.”

      From all reports, Hart’s brother and his wife were quite happy together, a veritable love match, which only confused the rumors about Hart’s involvement with the girl. With no child born during the first year of their marriage, those rumors of seduction should have been laid to rest. In his younger days, before Marjorie had known him, Hart had worked so hard to strengthen his reputation as a rake, it wasn’t surprising people resurrected the gossip the instant he returned to Society. If only he’d leave her out of his machinations.

      With all her heart, she hoped that none of what they said was true. Hart couldn’t have seduced Miss Craven while appearing so affectionate to Marjorie, could he?

      Marjorie had been so crushed by his betrayal she knew she’d never trust another man to love her. Quorndon offered no sweet words of affection, so she was safe with him. Theirs would be an affectionate, but not passionate, marriage, which suited her well after the way Hart had hurt her.

      When she’d seen Hart last night in Lady Albright’s ballroom, she’d been transported back to happy times. His smile had warmed her for that instant before anger engulfed her in burning waves. His hair was a bit longer than fashionable, and tousled just so to make one wonder if he’d sent his valet packing.

      Hart still strode as if he owned the land for miles around, which was fitting now that his father had died. Pride had always emanated from his attitude and bearing, making him stand out in a ballroom filled with eligible young men. Add to that his devilish good looks and many a young lady blushed when he smiled upon her.

      Marjorie hadn’t been so quick to fall for him, however. She almost laughed when she thought of how hard he’d courted her when she was nineteen. She sighed, reminding herself that was all in the past, and then recalled the kind man walking beside her. She owed Quorndon her loyalty now.

      As if conjured by her sigh, Hart ambled up the path in their direction, nodding toward the few matrons who spoke to him as he passed. His buckskin breeches clung to well-muscled thighs. His red-striped waistcoat, where it showed below his navy Superfine coat, lay flat over his stomach. His starched cravat was neither too tall nor too elaborately tied. He walked as if intent on a target, and judging from the way his gaze had locked on her, she was that target.

      Her heart fluttered with excitement at the same time her stomach clenched with dismay.

      When Hart stopped in front of her, she offered her hand, and he bowed over it. “Lady Marjorie. It’s a fine day for walking, is it not?”

      She dipped her head in acknowledgement. “Not too warm yet, you are correct. It seems most of the ton agree, as they are all here at the park.”

      He glanced around him as if just now noticing the numbers. “Yes, so it appears.” He nodded a rather haughty greeting to Phoebe and Sir Lionel when they caught up, then glared down his nose at Quorndon, which was difficult to do since they were equal in height. “I don’t believe I am acquainted with your companion.”

      “This is Lord Quorndon, Your Grace,” Marjorie replied.

      A crease deepened between Lord Quorndon’s thin blonde eyebrows when he acknowledged the introduction.

      Marjorie chewed the inside of her cheek, knowing just what distressed Quorndon. Would she appear too obvious if she announced their engagement? She knew she should, but couldn’t form the words. Instead, she blurted, “We’re headed to the Serpentine.”

      “May I walk with you?”

      “Of course.” Marjorie followed Phoebe and Sir Lionel, not waiting for either of the men beside her. The way she felt upon seeing Hart was so improper, given her engagement to another man. Excitement bubbled within her, making her grow warm. Truth be told, she longed to discover if his kisses still tasted like brandy.

      She stumbled at the thought. She never wondered what Lord Quorndon’s kisses would taste like. At the moment, she couldn’t even imagine kissing him. Once or twice it had struck her that they should have kissed at least once by now, perhaps upon their engagement. Yet neither of them had moved to do so, either then or in the months since.

      Why did Hart have to reappear now and cause her to reflect on her choice of husband? Quorndon was exactly the sort of man with whom she could live quite contently.

      “Lady Marjorie? Do you have an opinion?” Hart’s voice pulled her back onto the crowded path.

      “Forgive me. I was woolgathering.” She realized Quorndon had retaken his position at her right, while Hart walked on her left. The tension between the two men practically made the hair on her bare upper arms rise.

      Hart’s smile said he knew where her thoughts had gone. “I merely suggested that Lord Quorndon might wish to join Lady Phoebe and Sir Lionel, as now that I am here your attention will be diverted.”

      Her mouth opened and closed soundlessly as she tried to form a response. A scalding blush burned up her neck and over her cheeks at the accuracy of his barb. Of all times for her to daydream. “Your Grace, you make such a mistaken assumption—”

      “Really, Hartshorne, you do overstep,” Quorndon butted in. “To speak of my fiancé in such a manner is beyond the pale.”

      Marjorie’s hand flew to her cheek and she quickly looked at the duke to see if he’d known of the engagement.

      All the light went out of Hart’s eyes. His smile stiffened, and he nodded. “Forgive me. I hadn’t heard the news. I wish you both the utmost happiness.”

      She cringed. She should have been the one to announce her relationship. “Yes, Your Grace, I have recently agreed to marry Lord Quorndon. We are quite happy at the prospect, as you see.” She forced her brightest smile and wished Hart gone. The pain in his eyes pierced her soul. Oh, why did things have to go the way they did after the Cecily Craven incident?

      Hart strode away without looking back. A huge portion of her heart left with him.
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        July 1814

        Nawton Abbey, Lincolnshire

      

      

      
      On the eve of her wedding, Marjorie sat in her nightclothes in her bedchamber, the sleeves of her silk wrapper waving as she brushed her short hair. Quorndon didn’t care for the look of the curls, which led to her decision to keep it that way indefinitely.

      Phoebe perched on the edge of Marjorie’s bed braiding her waist-length blond hair. Her friend was such a comfort in the days leading up to Marjorie’s wedding.

      Marjorie reached for Phoebe’s hand. “I wish you would come stay with me at Quorndon Manor.”

      Phoebe squeezed her fingers and went back to braiding. “You’ll be a newlywed. You won’t wish to have me underfoot.”

      She thought she’d accepted her fate in marrying the earl, but that all changed with the reappearance of Hart. She would go through with her wedding as planned, despite the duke’s unexplained actions in seeking her out. She wasn’t foolish enough to throw aside a kind, stable man in the hope Hart might still have feelings for her.

      Might. Who was she trying to fool? She smiled at the memory of the last time she’d seen him. His attention said he still loved her. The pressure from his fingers when he took her hand. The passion burning in his gaze. It had all simply come too late.

      The duke was not for her. Lord Quorndon was. The only problem was she couldn’t picture herself married to the earl. “You know this isn’t a love match, Phoebe. I’m not certain what I’ll do with my time.”

      “Even more reason you should spend some time getting to know your husband. Once you are married, you will feel differently about him. If not, you will have his sisters to keep you company. Three girls not quite old enough for a Season.” Phoebe shook her head. “You’ll have your hands full with all their questions about London and the gentlemen there.”

      “I hope you’re correct.”

      A light tapping came from her door, and Mama poked her head inside. “May I come in?”

      “Of course.” Marjorie set down the brush and turned her chair.

      Mama closed the door behind her and crossed the bedchamber. She still wore the wine-colored gown she’d changed into for supper. Her plump hands clenched and unclenched, and she offered a smile to Marjorie. “Your father is growing concerned. We expected Lord Quorndon to arrive at the inn this morning and he is not there yet.”

      “Papa went to the inn to see him?” Marjorie asked.

      “Yes, he thought to welcome the earl into the family. That was his excuse, but I believe he wished to have some ale with his friends.”

      What could have delayed Quorndon? Marjorie looked to Phoebe for encouragement.

      Her friend folded her hands in her lap and offered her a false smile. “Perhaps his carriage broke a wheel, or one of his horses went lame. He will arrive late tonight, but will be at the church in the morning as expected.”

      Mama nodded a bit too eagerly. “Yes, that must be the case. He will be at the church when we arrive.”

      Marjorie swallowed hard. This had to be a nightmare. She should pinch herself to waken. “It can’t be happening again.”

      “There is no ‘again’ about it, dear.” Mama stepped closer and ran her warm fingertips over Marjorie’s cheek. “You were not engaged before.”

      “Yes,” Phoebe said. “That time was completely different, from what you’ve told me—Hartshorne left that other girl at the altar.” Her eyes suddenly widening, Phoebe had the grace to look chagrined.

      “I realize I was not officially jilted, but that hardly makes this any easier.”

      “Lord Quorndon hasn’t jilted you, dear. He is merely late.” Mama wrung her hands again, obviously not believing her own placating utterings. “I would have preferred not to tell you, but I thought you should know he is late. Your father has said we’ll ride to the church in the morning and if he still hasn’t arrived, we’ll send a man to Quorndon Manor to be certain he has not broken down along the way.”

      “Thank you, Mama. I’d better retire now. I don’t wish to appear distressed at my wedding.” She didn’t need Mama’s worries to sweep her away in their turmoil. Her own were accomplishing that just fine.

      Mama kissed the top of her head, wished Phoebe a good night, and left.

      Marjorie met her friend’s gaze. “Please tell me you believe Quorndon will be at the church tomorrow.”

      “Why wouldn’t he? He needs you.”

      “He needs my income, you mean.” That was what made them such a good match—each understood what brought them to their betrothal. She had no foolish notions Quorndon’s heart was involved. She cared for him, and knew love would grow in time.

      “Well, yes, but a need for income is a much stronger pull for a man than love.” Phoebe held out her hands, palms up. “Without your income, his estate will fall to ruin. It doesn’t stand to reason he would walk away from the arrangement he and your father drew up.”

      “You’re right. He’d never have let it go this far if he wasn’t desperate.”

      Phoebe gasped. “Never say so! You are not some bacon-brained ape-leader a man would have to close his eyes to kiss.”

      The image made Marjorie laugh, which soothed her nerves. “I am lucky to call you friend, Phoebe. But now I truly should retire. It appears I’ll need my strength in the morning.”

      Phoebe hugged her tightly before going to her own bedchamber. Rather than slipping into bed, Marjorie wrapped herself in a woolen blanket and curled up in the window seat, leaning her head against the cold glass. What concerned her most at the moment was the numbness enveloping her. Shouldn’t she be wringing her hands as Mama had? Panic should overwhelm her, a fear of being made a laughingstock if Quorndon failed to arrive at their wedding.

      She knew him too well to believe he’d abandoned her. The man took his responsibilities very seriously—something she could never say about Hart. After the death of Quorndon’s parents five years ago, he’d become guardian of his sisters. His need to provide for them drove him to consider Marjorie as his wife.

      Theirs was a relationship of mutual need. Marjorie needed a husband who would give her a peaceful, secure life. Her romantic dreams had fled to the Continent with Hart. Once she’d recovered from losing his love, she began to learn that happiness could be found in security. Love was not a necessity to life.

      Quorndon was secure. He would be at the church in the morning, happily taking her hand as he spoke his vows. There was no need to fret and lose sleep over a slight delay in his arrival.

      Repeating that sentiment several times, she extinguished the candle, climbed beneath the covers and rested her head on her pillow. The chamber was lit only by the banked embers in the fireplace, and Marjorie was eventually able to still her thoughts and fall asleep.
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        * * *

      

      Marjorie arrived at the church with her family and Phoebe, and was dismayed not to see Quorndon’s carriage waiting outside. She tried to convince herself the man
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