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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      The creaking of the floorboards in the hallway warned Cassia Lacey to stop staring at herself in the long mirror. She quickly shoved her feet into her red velvet evening shoes, and hastened toward the door. “I’m almost ready,” she said as she pulled the door open to her pretty stepmother. “You look so elegant, Nora.” Her voice tailed off.

      “Thank you, my dear,” Nora, Lady Lacey said as she swished her dark blue silk evening gown into the room. “I am glad to return the compliment. You look very pretty. That lace gown looks lovely on you.”

      The lace gown probably did look lovely on Cassia, but she didn’t look lovely in the lace gown. She hoped the people she met tonight wouldn’t have the same opinion. Although she didn’t doubt that her gown was pretty, she knew the style was too fussy for her long Nordic frame. Her taste ran to practical gowns that she could wear comfortably, but the dressmaker in her local village had skimmed through a few pictures and suggested that a plain white slip could be overlaid with organza and trimmed with lace. At the time, this had sounded reasonable.

      The gown that had eventuated after that conversation was an enormous sea of organza and lace, and a wave of fabric flowing behind her. Trying to control her panic, she managed to squeeze out an optimistic smile. “Indeed. And if I should need to catch butterflies, these sleeves would be useful.”

      Nora’s smile wavered. “The lace cost your father a small fortune. But, perhaps your hair...” She gaze fixed on the ringlets that had been gathered on each side of Cassia’s head, some already drooping to her bare shoulders.

      Cassia swung around to face the mirror. “I know. The curl won’t hold. It never does. This style is Hobson’s idea, not mine. It’s the latest fashion, Hobson said.” Hobson, the maid hired with the town house had recommended herself as a good hair stylist, and had also said the hairstyle suited Cassia. The style might suit Nora, who had dark, naturally curly locks, but Cassia’s hair was thick, dead straight, and pale blonde. Styling a simple knot took seconds, but town-bred Hobson thought that having a first season in London called for a hairdo that wasted at least an hour, or more, if anyone had bothered to count the rag-rolling beforehand.

      “Perhaps you need a few more pins.” Shifting the sparse skirts of her turquoise silk gown past the corner of the four-poster bed, Nora made her way through the tiny bedroom to Cassia’s side. “I thought curls would suit you, but perhaps... oh, dear, your poor father has been waiting so patiently. I would rather not hold him up any longer.”

      “Of course not.” In the most tactful way, she had told Cassia exactly what she, Cassia, thought – that her hair looked best simply styled. “You go down and I’ll be there in three minutes, or we will have Papa tapping his foot and trying to think of an excuse not to go.”

      “Sir Robert does so dislike being in the city. A month, I told him. We’ve only been here for two days and already he’s fretting about the fruit.” Nora spun around and hastened away, leaving only the rustle of silk in her wake.

      Cassia ruthlessly tore out her pins and dragged her brush through her hair. Despite the fashion for elaborate hairstyles, she preferred to keep hers sleek. The shape of her face, almost rectangular with high cheekbones and a wide mouth, tended to look horsey at the best of times. Adding bunches of ringlets to the sides didn’t help.

      In a few seconds she had scraped her hair to the top of her head and begun a thick plait. She twirled the length into a cone and pushed her pins firmly into place. After a moment’s consideration, she separated out a thin lock of hair on either side of her face, hoping that a finer strand might keep the curl for the next few hours. She would have been delighted to rip the elaborate lace off her gown, too, having only agreed to the addition to please her stepmother. Nora had been captured by the idea of having a stepdaughter to introduce into society and had assumed that the more money she spent, the better the garment.

      After clipping on her pearl necklace, which had once belonged to her mother, Cassia snatched up her pink and white striped shawl and matching reticule, and hurried down the stairs. She had resigned herself to wasting the next month on the marriage market.

      “Young Mr. Penrose is wasting far too much time sewing his wild oats,” Papa had muttered. “It’s time he realized the happiness he was missing.”

      Last year, Cassia had seen no need to contribute to George Penrose’s happiness. Although she fully expected to marry George, her dearest love since childhood and a neighbor in the country, she was content to wait until he was ready to settle down—or so she had thought until last year when Nora and her two young sons had joined the household. This year, a red-faced, colicky infant had been added to the mix, and chaos had erupted.

      Although she tried her best to embrace this new family of hers, the idea of a London season didn’t seem as mindless as she previously thought. Therefore, she finally conceded to her father’s hopes for her. Apparently, the sight of her dressed in frills and furbelows, meant for sweet young things, would cause George’s eyes to light up, and he would be speaking to Papa before he knew where he was. Although she would have liked to stay with one of Papa’s cousins, Nora had suggested the hiring of a house for the whole family, meaning that Cassia still hadn’t found her peaceful haven.

      Acting swiftly on his wife’s suggestion, Papa had counted himself lucky to have been put in contact with a gentleman who had decided to tour the continent with his large family. This meant that the Lacey contingent, which now consisted of three adults, two active little boys, one noisy baby and his righteous nanny, now occupied a furnished house staffed with servants who ran the establishment as efficiently as any house full of disruptions could be run.

      This morning the boys had awoken just after dawn and had been playing pirates, ‘ahoy-ing’ the frazzled servants from the upper landing. Even now, from the bottom of the staircase, she could hear noisy thundering back and forth, and doors slamming as they disputed with the nursery maid about the proper time to go to bed.

      She stopped at the bottom of the staircase, took a deep breath, smoothed her hair, and walked with assumed calm into the blue-papered sitting room at the front of the house.

      “Well, well,” Papa said smiling from his position in front of the black marble fireplace. “The time taken was worth the effort, eh?” Handsome and distinguished in his white cravat and carefully tailored black jacket, Papa turned to Nora, his eyebrows lifted. At fifty, although his fair hair had begun to gray at the temples, he still had the tall upright posture of a younger man, possibly because he remained actively involved in the running of his country estate.

      “Oh, Cassia.” Nora glanced doubtfully at Cassia’s feet. “Red shoes? Do you think ...?”

      Cassia’s chest deflated. “These are my comfortable dancing slippers. I’m sure no one will notice them.”

      “You looked delightful, my dear,” Papa said in his gentle voice. He always said that. Although she was still his pride and joy, he hadn’t objected to bringing his only daughter to town so that she could grab herself a marriage proposal.

      She smiled. “Thank you, Papa.” She always said that, too, though she felt more comfortable in plain styles. “Presumably the carriage awaits?”

      “Indeed.” He held out a hand to Nora who had moved to his side. “Time to leave, Lady Lacey. Do not forget to save a dance for me.”

      “They’re all for you, Sir Robert.” Nora slid her hand under his arm. Her paisley shawl drooped fashionably from one white shoulder to one gloved elbow.

      Cassia turned away. With a conscious smile, she preceded the couple to the front door, which the elderly footman hastened to open. She thanked him and breathed in the night air. A million stars twinkled in the clear black sky, heralding perfect weather for at least tomorrow. Late spring, the temperatures varied from day to day.

      Unfortunately, she would be missing the perfect time to be at home working with the gardener on her new plantings. Although Nora managed the house, she had no interest in the outdoor area, leaving Cassia to continue with her design for the acre surrounding the sprawling Tudor manor house built by her ancestors. The rolling green lawn with a fountain in the center had been finished recently but Cassia’s dreams had expanded at the same rate as her father’s modest income. Last year, she had added a cartwheel rim of formal hedges, which had been sectioned to frame perennials, a style that suited the old house. She longed to be home.

      This next month would be a shocking waste of her precious time. Mindful of her skirts, she climbed into the carriage, trying to concentrate on the task ahead, determined to smile at all good marriage prospects, without appearing at all approachable.
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        * * *

      

      The noble Adam Robert James Huntley, Duke of Huntsdale, Earl of Chilton and Baron Huntley, lifted his chin as he carefully knotted his starched cravat. Fingering the creases into place, he examined his reflection in the mirror.

      Last year he had ignored the ball season. He had ignored the season the year before. Nothing interested him less than debutantes. In the six years since his father’s death, he had hired and fired staff, made new friends and enemies, and ignored balls. He didn’t need a wife, not then. Two months ago, he had met his perfect duchess and changed his mind.

      After his valet gave Huntsdale’s evening jacket one last swipe with the brush, Adam collected his hat and his white gloves, and strolled to the drawing room to await his younger brother, Jake Everley, who had recently come down from Oxford. Tonight would be his first experience of the London ball season.

      “You take as long as a girl to get ready.” Grinning, Jeremy straightened out from his sprawled position on the faded brocade couch by the window that faced Grosvenor Square.

      With all the heavy Huntsdale furniture, handed down over the years, as well as a few ornaments his mother had chosen, furnished the room. Huntsdale could never decide if his house looked interesting or overcrowded. Too much of everything had been the fashion when his parents were young. They had spared no expense in the building of this new town house. This part of his inheritance was large enough for a family of ten, and crowded with dust catchers.

      Eying his brother, Huntsdale said, “If you won’t take the time to hire yourself a valet, please make use of mine. For now, let me see what I can do with that dish-wipe you are using as a cravat.” He stood shoulder to shoulder with the now twenty-two year-old, each the same height, six feet and two inches, the same weight, and similar dark hair and light eyes. Jeremy had a milder expression than Huntsdale, or so their parents had said, and a less competitive edge. “There. I hope you have taken note.”

      “I couldn’t unless I had eyes planted beneath my chin. If you have finished fussing over me, may we leave?”

      “Is the carriage at the door?”

      “Awaiting your grace. I promised not to be late. Cornelia wants to be sure of a partner for the first dance.” Jeremy referred to Cornelia Gerard, whose family’s house had been built near the Huntsdale estate in Kent. Jeremy and Cornelia saw each other as family, though Huntsdale suspected Cornelia had a yen for his even-tempered brother.

      “Don’t turn her head with your attentions.”

      Jeremy bridled. “She doesn’t see me that way. Nor I, her. It wouldn’t be right, not when I think of all I owe her family. Aside from that, I’m planning to get myself a mistress.”

      Huntsdale stood stock still, his posture rigid. “You are what?”

      “His grace had a talk to me when I was about sixteen. He told me to stay away from what he termed women of the night. A man needs a woman and I don’t meet many who don’t expect marriage first. And you have one.”

      Strictly speaking, the phrase ‘you have one’ should have been ‘you had one,’ but Huntsdale had no intention of discussing the matter with his younger brother. However, about a month ago, Huntsdale had dismissed the mistress he’d had for the past four years, leaving her with an income, the house she currently occupied, and the use of the carriage that came with their original agreement until she accepted her next project. “Find someone clean and tidy who is willing to let you visit her two or three times a week in exchange for a small house and a goodly allowance. Yes, my lord duke said the same to me, but I didn’t snatch up the first woman I saw at the age of twenty-two.”

      “You were still at Oxford.”

      “You are barely down yourself.” When his parents had died, Huntsdale had still been living in his Oxford rooms. After the funeral, he had discovered that the estate books had been left in a mess. The former Duke of Huntsdale had not expected to contract a fever at the age of forty-eight and pass the infection to his wife. The former Earl of Chiltern. Adam, subsequently became the duke and began to learn the ins and outs of his inheritance. Jeremy had been left with a reasonable income, and a bequest from his maternal grandfather gave him a neat little country property. He largely ignored both, which didn’t matter to Huntsdale who thought his brother should have the leisure to live the life he had wanted for himself at that same age.

      He followed Jeremy into the vast marbled hallway. The footman swung open the front door and Huntsdale let his impatient brother precede him into the dusk. Clouds shrouded the darkening sky as he climbed into the carriage.

      Barely ten minutes later, his driver left him and his brother at the front of Burleigh House, where the ball would be held. After a trudge up the outside steps, he waited in line with Jeremy to be received by his hosts. From there, he proceeded into the ballroom where a magnificent crystal chandelier dominated the high-domed ceiling. The area glittered with the light from hundreds of candles, which reflected on the three sets of mullioned windows.

      Jeremy scanned the room, indicating a group of people chatting near the gilded fireplace. “I see Cornelia. Coming over?”

      Spotting Mr. Bertram Gerard, one of his cronies, Huntsdale strolled toward the group comprising Sir Waldo and Lady Gerard and an assortment of young ladies dressed in white gowns. Huntsdale nodded and greeted each curtsey with a bow as he was introduced by Lady Gerard. Finally he moved off with Bertie, who had been at Oxford with him, as had many of the lads from Eton. “Roped in, I see.”

      Bertie offered a guileless smile. “I don’t mind attending these affairs. Have to, as it happens, but it’s not all bad. I am expected to dance with my sister’s friends.” Clearly satisfied with the situation, he lifted two eyebrows, and glanced across at Miss Essie Deering, a pretty dark-haired female dainty enough to suit a man barely five feet and nine inches tall. Miss Deering lowered her gaze demurely. Huntsdale suspected his friend was in with a chance, if he wanted her.

      After a brief glance at the other young ladies, each of whom pretended not to notice, Huntsdale scanned the rest of the room, not spotting the woman he hoped to see. “The pup’s thinking of taking a mistress,” he said idly, crossing his arms and leaning back.

      Bertie raised his eyebrows. “Family tradition, eh?”

      “He’s too young for that sort of commitment.” Huntsdale frowned. “My case was entirely different. I didn’t have time to go gallivanting around with the rest of you. He does.”

      “He certainly doesn’t have your responsibilities. And he’s a peaceful kind of chap, not one like you who needs a spot of—let’s say—calming down. Mrs. Smith has done wonders for you. Civilized you in a way.”

      Huntsdale didn’t bother telling Bertie, either, that Mellie was no longer in his life. But she had civilized him. Two years older than his twenty-eight, she had taught him how to please a woman, physically. She had taught him that he couldn’t always have the last word. She had taught him that losing his temper didn’t win arguments. He already knew that bullying a woman would never change her mind, for he had learned this first essential from his parents, whose arguments raged on for days and usually ended in his father marching out of the house and his mother weeping noisily. The sound of a woman crying still turned his blood to water. He had never made Mellie cry, but she didn’t love him. He didn’t love her either, and if truth be told, he hadn’t thought of her at all this past month. “That’s a high compliment to her, and a low blow for me.”

      “Sorry, old chap, but it’s the truth.”

      Huntsdale nodded, but of course he hadn’t chosen to keep a mistress because he needed calming down. That had been purely incidental. He had found out not long after succeeding to the title that the life of a young man who had inherited a fortune was not the same as a young earl with expectations. His parents’ death had left him with huge responsibilities to an expanding workforce.

      The power of his money also influenced the wives and sisters and daughters of the men with whom he was acquainted. If he spotted an interesting woman, he could never be sure if she liked him or if she was calculating the time he would take to open his purse—or if she wanted a certain advancement for her man, or even if she had been put in his path for either of those reasons. He had grown cynical quickly. Had he accepted the sexual favors from a fraction of the women who offered, he would be a marked man. Better to be known as a fellow satisfied by his own woman.

      Lady Gerard, apparently unable to tolerate the sight of two eligible males standing together companionably, cajoled him into dancing with a young lady who stared at his shirtfront during the entire dance. He tried idle chitchat, with no success. He was too tall, she was too short, he was too experienced, and she was too innocent. He thanked her as he led her off the floor—thanked her for giving him a proper chance to spot the reason why he had attended the ball tonight.

      He had seen Her, standing in a corner with her father and a shorter woman in dark blue overpowered by a bunch of curls sprouting on either side of head. As his gaze left the female he presumed to be her chaperone, Miss Lacey glanced at him and away. He frowned. Yet again she hadn’t acknowledged him. The last time she had done this, he had made the effort to reintroduce himself. This time she could only be deliberately ignoring him. He had no idea why.

      From the moment he first met her, he had enjoyed her candid comments, which few young ladies offered him. He had watched her try not to take over when she could clearly organize any function more efficiently than had been done, and he appreciated that she had no idea how she looked. She was the most atrociously dressed woman he had met, and likely the most beautiful without her clothes, which he carefully tried not to imagine in public, and even now failed. The latter he would very much like to find out, first hand.

      Pondering his tactics, he moved not too far out of her vicinity. On the way to the cards’ room he saw two friends, the first of whom was George Penrose, a friend since Eton. A week ago, George had mentioned Miss Lacey would be here tonight, which had caused Huntsdale to drop a previous commitment and accept the invitation to be present. As a youngster, Penrose had plighted his troth to Miss Lacey, a story that amused him these days. Huntsdale didn’t know if he should seriously consider this promise when George certainly didn’t.

      First he greeted redheaded Lord Lucien Walton, who had also attended Oxford with him, and then he turned to George. “Been here long?”

      “Unexpectedly detained.” Penrose winked. Although his family, who owned a good deal of Surrey, occupied themselves in the country, he currently lived in the Penrose town house, banished from home for a misdemeanor, rumor said. This hadn’t inconvenienced him at all. “Have you seen Cassia? I’m supposed to dance with her tonight.”

      Huntsdale feigned a wrinkle in his glove. “Cassia?”

      “Miss Lacey. My friend from the country. You met her in Surrey. Twice.”

      Huntsdale pretended to consider. “The dark-haired housemaid?”

      “A lady. White hair. Well, blonde hair.”

      Huntsdale raised his gaze and saw the aforementioned approach, followed by the woman he tardily recognized as her stepmother. Miss Lacey ignored Huntsdale and turned her flashing smile on Penrose, the lucky dog, while Huntsdale stood dry-mouthed and trying not to fidget. “You’re late. We’ve been watching for you, haven’t we, Nora?”

      “You have been very much in demand on the dance floor, Cassia,” Lady Lacey said firmly. “You certainly have not been watching for Mr. Penrose.”

      “May I recall my friend, the Duke of Huntsdale to you, Cassia? And, of course, Lord Walton.”

      The blonde glanced at him in query. A hundred matchmaking mothers knew his name without ever meeting him, and this woman, whom he had met twice, insisted she never remembered that fact, or his face, or even his name. Yet again, she looked blank. Disappointment deflated his chest.

      He politely tilted his eyebrows. “I’m not sure ...”

      Her face expressed doubt. “Have we indeed met before?”

      He shook his head, desperately trying to appear equally puzzled. “Perhaps at the Lenton’s ball?” He hadn’t attended that.

      She shook her head. “Perhaps at George’s picnic? I rarely leave Surrey. Please forgive my wretched memory.” Her white-gloved hand extended. “Since George forgot to introduce my step-mama, Lady Lacey, I shall do so.” She indicated the other woman.

      Huntsdale bowed politely. His glance lingered on Miss Lacey’s gown. The appalling concoction appeared to have been made out of every scrap of expensive fabric in England. The enormous sleeves alone could have been tossed over a supper table and used to keep the blundering moths off the food. Knowing he had to treat her as coolly as she treated him, he lifted his gaze to her beautiful, icy blue eyes. “Two Lacey women.”

      A spot of color warmed her cheeks. “Thank you for noticing.”

      He shrugged, knowing that whatever he said would make no difference to her. His title didn’t impress her and, other than his money, he had little else to recommend him. He may as well continue as he started, as a persistent man without a scrap of George’s outgoing personality.

      “Lacey. Lacy gown.” Lady Lacey smiled. “Oh, that’s so clever, your grace. I never would have thought of that when I chose the gown.”

      “So, she has you to thank?”

      Miss Lacey turned her back on him. “George, I’ve put you on my card for this dance.” She latched onto Penrose’s arm, and dragged him into the swirl of people.

      Tightening his jaw, Huntsdale bowed to Lady Lacey. “May I have the honor of this dance?”

      She took a step back, clearly astonished. “Oh, indeed, I would be delighted.”

      He offered his arm and led her to the floor, where he let himself be arranged into a group for a country-dance. Older than his last partner, she didn’t need to watch her feet and managed to speak to him while performing in the energetic romp. During the course of the exercise, he plotted his next maneuver. Long ago, he had applied himself to dancing lessons for a purpose, and that purpose had been to hold females in his arms.

      After he escorted Lady Lacey back to her equally pleasant husband, he remained conversing politely with the couple, awaiting Miss Lacey. He would not allow her to escape him again. This might possibly be his last chance tonight to add his name to her list of possibles, which he suspected would fill quickly.

      Miss Lacey arrived back laughing and out of breath. The moment she spotted him, her expression changed to polite indifference. Before she could step out of his path, he indicated the dance floor. “May I have the pleasure of being your next partner?”

      “Of course you may,” Penrose said, smiling down at her. “She has to dance with my friends. I told her she would meet you all. You dance this next with her and I’ll line up Lucien and Bertie. Who else is here?”

      Huntsdale shrugged. “Jeremy? Other than that, just the usual crowd.” He turned to Miss Lacey whose red velvet shoe tapped impatiently. “This next is a cotillion. Will that suit you?”

      “Certainly, your grace.” Her expression resigned, she rested the tips of her fingers on his arm.

      His mind filled with frustrating thoughts. Each time they met during the dance, he smiled at her, until finally she managed to smile back. “That’s better,” he said. “I don’t remember why we fell out. Do you?”

      “Did we argue?” The dance took her to the other end of the room.

      “I thought we got on rather well,” he said as he grabbed at her hand to race with her under an avenue of arms. She glanced at him but she didn’t answer until they stood face-to-face, ready to sashay toward each other.

      “I’m afraid I don’t remember,” ended the circle of questions so neatly that he could only smile. At least she spoke civilly now and had relaxed a little. Next time they met she might deign to use his name.

      The strict rules of etiquette forbade him to dance with the same lady more than twice. So that he hadn’t singled Miss Lacey out for attention, he danced with Bertie’s sister, his mother, and finally his hostess. Having achieved his main purpose, he could leave. He searched out Jeremy, whom he finally found in a corner of the ballroom with Lucien and Bertie. All were scanning the dancers with a collective connoisseurs’ eye. “Spot anyone interesting?” he asked Jeremy.

      “Half of them are female, therefore half of them are interesting. I’m just deciding whom I’ll ask to dance next.”

      “I’m leaving now. Bertie, could you drop Jeremy off? You live the closest to us.”

      “You can’t go yet,” Lucien said, frowning. “You’ve hardly danced with anyone except married ladies.”

      “Married ladies don’t expect me to offer for them. Aside from that, I danced with Bertie’s sister, Corinne, and her friend.” Huntsdale left Miss Lacey off his list, not about to call attention to her.

      “Don’t let the team down. It’s our duty, no matter how tedious, to make sure that sweet young ladies are whirled all around the room. We should make their first formal outing an occasion to remember, not a night to forget.” Lucien smoothed the backs of his white gloves.

      Huntsdale narrowed his eyes. “I must be mistaken. For a moment I thought you were Lucien Walton.”

      “Well, it’s only manners, old chap. Or to be more truthful, Lady Gerard. She gave me a lecture, the bones of which I have repeated to you, but it’s no hardship, not really. Some of the sweet young things are having the night of their lives and it’s rather pleasant to be wrapped in their enthusiasm. Contribute, Adam. It won’t do you any harm. Aside from that, then the few ladies you did honor with a dance won’t think more of your gesture than you meant.”

      Huntsdale only needed to ponder for few minutes before deciding Lucien was right. He shouldn’t openly pursue Cassia. A well-dowered, secure woman, she needed neither money nor position. She needed to be intrigued and certain she had chosen her own path.
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      “His Grace of Huntsdale is a very interesting gentleman.”

      Cassia stared at Nora in surprise while the carriage carefully took the corner. Her feet ached, but she had been impressed by George’s friends, most of whom she could describe as very pleasant. The duke, or Huntsdale as his friends called him, was rather more of a puzzle, though the words persistent or even annoying came to mind. “Yes,” she said to Nora because to disagree would mean explaining herself, and she didn’t want to talk about the autocratic dilettante. “Though perhaps a little too ...”

      “Too what?”

      “I can’t quite say.”

      “Perfect?” her father contributed.

      “I would never call him perfect,” Cassia said, slightly affronted. “Not when the man has scandalized society for the past few years with his light women.”

      “Light women?” Nora turned to raise her eyebrows at Papa. “I hadn’t heard that he wasted his time in dalliances. He seems to have a spotless reputation, despite the fact that he’s so attractive. I’m sure your father doesn’t mind me noticing that the duke is handsome when he is much closer to you in age than to me.”

      Papa leaned forward in his seat to take his wife’s hand. “I forbid you to notice handsome men.” His tone sounded low and intimate.

      Nora giggled.

      Cassia tried not to notice.

      Her father turned his attention back to Cassia. “And exactly how has the duke scandalized society?”

      “I don’t think we should discuss the matter.” She shuffled her shoulders into the upholstery.

      “But apparently you already have, or you wouldn’t know that he has scandalized society.”

      “I haven’t discussed a thing.” Cassia said, trying to avoid being petulant. “I’ve listened to George’s tales.”

      “Not a sound idea, I would have thought. George needs to look to his own behavior before discrediting others.”

      “I expect we all do, but George is my friend and, therefore, I trust him.” A chink in the carriage window blew the cool night air across her shoulders. She shifted her shawl to cover the back of her neck. “He knows he can say anything to me, and he warned me about the duke. After I met him, I saw why.”

      “Huntsdale behaved in a courteous manner tonight. He introduced himself to your family before he asked you to dance with him.”

      “I don’t mean tonight.” She stared at Papa. “Tonight, he was apparently on his best behavior. I’m sure you remember George organizing a picnic for his town friends in Surrey last month. I met the duke then. You were too busy to come, but Nora would remember because she also attended with Tommy and Frankie.”

      Nora nodded. “I was introduced to him that day, but Mrs. Penrose organized the tables so that all the young people sat together. I sat with the parents, so that we could keep an eye on our children. You said you had a delightful day, Cassia. I certainly did and the boys enjoyed themselves immensely, because of the pony rides and the games and the sweet treats.”

      “The weather was nice, the day was perfectly organized, and some of the company was delightful.”

      “I imagine you are singling out Huntsdale with that word some.” Papa tugged at his shirt cuffs. “I am interested now to know how a duke offended my only daughter the first time he met her.”

      “I didn’t say he was offensive. He is polished without being smooth. He couldn’t have been more polite to me had I been the queen.” She glanced at the lit windows in the street as the carriage began to slow, hoping she sounded suitably diffident, though she doubted anyone in the world could be diffident about Huntsdale.

      The first sight of him would take any woman’s breath. Not only was he slightly taller than the other gentlemen, he had powerful shoulders, a lean torso, and long muscular legs. She, a country girl with little experience of men, had been left wordless when he had focused his eyes of cornflower blue on her. His smile, the dazzling whiteness, his utter confidence, had turned her head and she had melted.

      “Do walk with me, George’s Cassia,” he had said, and he had hoisted his picnic basket onto his shoulder without the slightest effort and led her to the long table in the midst of a stand of shady elm trees. A group of other young people followed with more baskets, trailed by parents or chaperones. The table placements had been pre-arranged. She already knew she would be sitting beside George.

      In all, Cassia wouldn’t call Huntsdale loquacious. He was more a doer than a thinker, but a woman couldn’t complain when that worked in her favor. Being a duke, because he wanted a particular seat, he took the particular seat, which left him sitting on her right, and extremely flattered. While George quite properly attended to the young lady on his left, Huntsdale served Cassia with all the delicacies he had brought with him from town, and he kept her glass fresh with lemonade. He seemed to instinctively know what she might be lacking. Not only that, but he engaged her in more than one interesting subject. She decided the handsome visitor from London was quite marvelous.

      “I had a very pleasant chat with his grace tonight.” Her father shifted from his position on the middle of the forward seat to the door, as the carriage prepared to stop. The hired house had been sited on the edge of a park, within walking distance of the main thoroughfares. “The man is certainly approachable.”

      She glanced at him, knowing exactly how Huntsdale had managed to wriggle his way into Papa’s good books. Papa wasn’t the type of man to be impressed by a title. He preferred plain speaking and good manners, and Huntsdale was an expert at faking both.

      Papa lifted his shoulders. “He was the only one of George’s friends who took the trouble to engage me in intelligent conversation.”

      “That’s a habit of his,” Cassia said, her chin raised. “He likes to impress his inferiors.”

      “Cassia, if you know something about him that I should know, please say so.” The carriage pulled to a halt.

      “Everyone knows. He is having a relationship with a woman.”

      Papa pushed the door open. “Is the man not allowed to have relationships with women?”

      She watched him step out of the carriage while sifting through her words. “We have no need to cozy up to him,” she said, her voice low, as Nora stood, preparing to leave. “He is not on the marriage market. He keeps a mistress.”

      Papa stared at her, frowning, and grasped Nora’s hand while she used the shaky step. “It’s not uncommon, Cassia, though that hardly makes him comfortably placed. Did you know, Nora?”

      “I don’t know any of the town gossip, though at the picnic I sat beside Lady Gerard, who tried to catch me up. But naturally, she wouldn’t tell me about a duke’s mistress.”

      “I’m very lucky that George warned me.” Her posture erect, Cassia stepped out of the carriage. “Otherwise I might have had my head turned.”

      Nora took her arm, gazing at her with sympathy. “I can understand your disillusionment, but as your papa says, it is not uncommon for a man to take a mistress.”

      “Perhaps I should be glad to hear that at last reality has entered into my sheltered daughter’s life,” Papa said with a strange glance at her.

      “After I heard about his paid woman, my conversation with the duke diminished greatly, as you might imagine.” Head lowered, Cassia trudged arm in arm with Nora to the door, with Papa behind while the driver moved off, heading into the laneway that led to the carriage house.

      Papa used the door-knocker. At home, the butler would be waiting and open the door as soon as he heard the carriage. “What can I say other than a man who has a mistress tends not to tumble the housemaids and leave them with very noisy bundles to care for?” A housemaid opened the door and stood aside.

      “One of our royal dukes lived with his mistress and no one turned a hair.” Nora walked through into the cramped hallway.

      Cassia followed behind her. “That was in the olden days, before he married.”

      “He had historical precedence,” Papa said, as the maid handed him a single oil lamp. “The mistresses of kings had very important positions. Since Huntsdale is a duke and decidedly rich, we can forgive him.”

      “No,” Cassia said, her throat inexplicably constricted. “He’s a duke and no friend of mine. Now, I’m going up to bed.” With that, she took the stairs in a rush, wanting to get to her tiny room before she looked even more foolish.

      Reality had indeed entered her life. When she had met Huntsdale, she hadn’t seen him as duke, but as a wildly attractive, single male. Until that point she had assumed she loved George, but George had never left her breathless. She didn’t tingle when he touched her. Whereas, the barest touch of Huntsdale’s fingers had paralyzed her. She couldn’t move, couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think, and she could barely take her gaze from him. She could have sworn he was equally attracted.

      Then George had nudged her, and said close to her ear, “Watch out for Huntsdale.”

      “Watch out?”

      George smiled mysteriously. “He’s a little too experienced for you.”

      “I don’t know what you mean,” she said under her breath.

      “You won’t turn his head, you know. He has a very beautiful mistress.”

      She had stared straight ahead. He had a beautiful mistress. The words sank in her chest and flushed her cheeks. She had been foolish to think he treated her with more than courtesy. Naturally, when a friend of a friend began to flirt with him, as a duke, he had the manners to handle her without a cut direct. An aristocrat lived in a rarified atmosphere, one in which, as the daughter of a mere knight, she didn’t belong. That day, the duke merely acted as any normal male would, accepting her admiration with courtesy. Her breathless voice, her long gazes, her rackety breathing were hers alone, and not due to any equal admiration from him.

      She had pressed her hands against her cheeks, cooling her hot embarrassment. How childish she had been to imagine he found her attractive. Likely, his smiles came from his grown-up thoughts about his mistress’s curvaceous body, and his hopes that time would pass quickly until he saw her again. He would instantly forget about the callow country spinster who had eaten his every word. Much to her shame, while she had been laughing with him, and wallowing in his attention, she had completely forgotten about George. Within a week, the duke would be accepting ragging from his friends about turning the head of a country mouse.

      Fortunately, picnics were not formal affairs and he was forced to move soon after. After that embarrassing day, she’d had the opportunity to treat him as any other forgettable acquaintance, with a brief nod or faked blindness, which she practiced within the next week at a wedding in Kent. She nodded formally and disappeared, but he found her and re-introduced himself.

      Tonight, she hadn’t wanted to speak to him at all, but his ducal manners made rags of her intentions. Apparently, she had no choice other than to speak to him on any occasion he decided to recognize her. If so, she needed to take rigid control of her reactions.

      Fortunately, a lamp had been left burning in her room. She pulled the pins out of her hair and dropped them onto the flower-painted dish on
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