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            Dedication

         
         
            For the first little girl in my life, my sweet niece, Shelby:

            We have been kindred souls since the day you were born.

            You will forever own a piece of my heart.
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            Prologue

         
         It was her own fault, she supposed.

         
         She should have known better than to be caught out in the countryside after dark amid a storm. She was no green girl. No untested
            maid. Susanna Lockhart was the Duke of Penning’s housekeeper, and she held herself higher than such foolish behavior.
         

         
         Susanna minded her steps in the falling darkness. She knew these lands well. Every well-trod path, every pasture, every field
            of wildflowers was known to her like the back of her hand.
         

         
         Still, in the fast-fading light, one could not be too careful and she had no wish to turn an ankle. The last thing she needed
            was to be relegated to her bed. How would she serve Penning Hall then?
         

         
         Her boots plodded along cautiously over the ground, for all that she was eager to reach the warmth and safety of the hall.
            She was envisioning the cozy fire in the kitchens, a bowl of Cook’s heavenly pottage waiting for her, the fragrant steam wafting
            to her nose as she filled her stomach with the thick, savory broth.
         

         
         Susanna shook her head in disgust. She should have returned hours ago. She had spent far too long in the village. At least the basket she held was now empty and lighter for it. It swung easily, looped around her arm. The vicar and Mr. Gupta had been most grateful for the baked goods she brought them today. The Penning cook was renowned in these parts, and Susanna made certain to spread the wealth of her culinary talents to the good people of Shropshire. 

         
         The storm had rolled in suddenly, darkening the skies prematurely. She should have had another hour of light. The rain started
            with a few fat drops, landing on her nose, cheek, hair. Then the skies opened in a heavy deluge. She was soaked immediately.
            Her steps grew labored, the wet, spongy ground sucking at her boots.
         

         
         The familiar path curved and she stopped, breathing heavily, looking down the hill to the grand residence of the Duke of Penning
            spread out in sprawling splendor below. Lights twinkled in the many windows, beckoning her. Home. It should not have been
            to a woman of such humble birth, but it was more home to her than the one she left behind so many years ago. Almost there. Dry clothes, a warm fire and a hearty meal were only a short walk away.
         

         
         She heard the horse and rider before she saw them.

         
         The pounding of hooves rang like thunder, rivaling the loud rumblings in the sky. The staccato thuds increased, growing closer. She turned, whirled around just as beast and man rounded the path, straight for her. 

         
         Her scream was lost in the air, swallowed up by rain and the clap of thunder and the horse’s panicked neigh. She flung up
            an arm in front of her as though that would stop the violent impact. As though that would shield her—save her from imminent
            collision.
         

         
         As terror seized her, so, too, did a sense of mortification. Regret coupled with a sense of shame that she should die this
            way and not in her bed at a ripe old age. Indeed not. Trampled to death. That would be her ignominious end.
         

         
         The horse reared. Hooves clawed the air overhead in a wild frenzy and she fell back, landing hard on the wet ground in her
            attempt to scramble out of the way. She bit the inside of her cheek and the coppery taste of blood filled her mouth.
         

         
         She turned her face and jammed her eyes tightly shut, recoiling, shrinking inside herself as she waited for the sensation
            of steel hooves to come down, to cut into her flesh and bones and smash her apart, leaving her broken in the mud.
         

         
         They never came. There was no pain. No breaking of her body.

         
         Instead a litany of stinging curses burned her ears and the earth shook as the horse came down near her head, shuddering the ground, spraying her with fresh mud. Near her head, though. Not on her head. There was that blessing.
         

         
         A body landed not far with an oompf. A long groan followed.
         

         
         She could not move at first, breathless and stunned, gazing up at the water-soaked night. She pressed a hand over her chest.
            Her heart felt like it might burst through her rib cage.
         

         
         “What in bloody hell is wrong with you?” The hard voice tore through the storm raging around them.

         
         She blinked against the falling rain, sitting up slowly and looking around, finding the rider inches away, unmoving on his
            back.
         

         
         Her lips parted, moving without making a sound. Her voice was lodged in her throat.

         
         In the gloom, she could see very little of his face, but she could hear the heavy huff of his breaths . . . and, of course,
            his cruelly biting words: “Are you trying to kill yourself, lass? Or just me?”
         

         
         She scowled, finding her voice finally. “You’re talking, aren’t you?”

         
         He grunted.

         
         “Then you are not dead,” she added succinctly.

         
         “No thanks to you.” With another grunt, he sat up. “It was no easy trick, but I avoided you.” He hauled himself to his feet, his hand going to his side, rubbing at some invisible ache with a hiss of breath. “Even
            if that meant flinging myself off my horse.”
         

         
         “So heroic,” she tsked, even though she allowed, to herself, at any rate, that it was quite the feat. “You should not have
            been riding so recklessly,” she charged.
         

         
         “Me? Reckless?” he scoffed with a wide wave of his arm. “What do you call someone strolling about the countryside in the dark
            in the midst of a storm?”
         

         
         Disliking how vulnerable she felt sitting at his feet, she lifted herself up, slipping on the slick ground but managing to
            catch and balance herself.
         

         
         That was little better. Goodness, he was big. On her feet again, she could see at once that he still towered over her.

         
         His shadowed figure moved, cloak whipping around him as he inspected his horse for injuries—all the while grumbling beneath
            his breath.
         

         
         “This is private property. Who are you?” she demanded.

         
         He continued attending to his horse, ignoring her as though she were so very . . . ignorable.
         

         
         “Do you not hear me? This is the Duke of Penning’s estate,” she pressed. “I am certain he would not approve of you tearing about at night on his lands like some, some wild—” 

         
         He whirled around to face her. Rain fell between them like needles, but he fixed his attention on her, no longer ignoring
            her. “I am the Duke of Penning.”
         

         
         She hesitated only a moment before letting loose a laugh.

         
         “No. You are not.” She knew the duke. She was his housekeeper, after all.

         
         “Oh, yes. I am.” He pronounced this with such complete confidence that her laughter faded. A small current of apprehension
            trembled through her. Then her certainty reasserted itself. The newly minted Duke of Penning and his son had been in residence
            for months now. This man was lying. He was a liar. He was a lying liar.
         

         
         Doubtlessly he thought she was someone who did not know any better and would not question him on the matter. Her chin went
            up and she lifted her voice over the increasing pound of rain. “You lie.”
         

         
         “I lie?” He snorted.

         
         “Yes. You’re lying . . . a liar,” she added at the end as though she wanted there to be no confusion about it. “I do not know what game you are playing at, sirrah, but the Duke of Penning is down that hill, cozily ensconced in his drawing room as we speak.” 

         
         The stranger took his mount’s reins in hand and moved then, gingerly. Evidently his tumble had not been the easiest of falls
            and was not without physical cost to himself. He stopped in front of her and she had to crane her neck to look up at him.
         

         
         In the falling rain, she was granted a shadowy view of his features. Deep-set eyes. Thick, slashing eyebrows. A patrician
            nose. A wide mouth that now moved, over-enunciating his words as though to encourage her understanding, as though she were
            somehow slow to comprehend what he was telling her—or perhaps he wished to simply be heard over the storm. “I play no game.
            I am the Duke of Penning, and I am here to claim what is mine.” He nodded in the direction of the manor house, water streaming
            from the brim of his hat. “That man down there is a pretender. A clever fraud . . . cozily ensconced in my drawing room.”
         

         
         She flinched at the echo of her own words hurled back at her, but she forced a mirthless laugh. Nervously. Awkwardly.

         
         Shaking her head, she spit out, “No . . .” She could say nothing more than that. It was all she could manage as doubt took
            hold of her, creeping in and sinking deep.
         

         
         He countered with a simple: “Yes.”

         
         Lightning lit the sky, illuminating his face, and she gasped. He was handsome. Young. And angry. Very angry. She saw that at once. Recognized it.
         

         
         He continued, “I am the legitimate heir to the dukedom with agents of the estate traveling in a carriage behind me to prove
            it. That man”—he nodded down the hill to the house—“is an imposter.” Water glinted in his lashes as he looked her drenched
            person up and down like she was something unsavory, and in her present state, she was certain she looked it. “And who are
            you?”
         

         
         “I am . . .” The duke’s housekeeper. Your housekeeper? She gave her head a hard shake. After this bit of awkwardness, she hoped she still was.
         

         
         The corners of his wide lips pulled down in a frown. “Are you unwell? Did you hit your head, lass?”

         
         She felt as though she had. She felt as though she had suffered a great blow and didn’t know what to think or how to respond.

         
         For weeks now she had been serving two very nice men who claimed to be the duke and his son and now this rude, ill-tempered
            man was telling her she had been duped—that he was the true Penning, that he was her employer.
         

         
         With a grunt of disdain, he moved ahead of her, leading his horse back onto the path and in the direction of the hall. “You coming?” he called over his shoulder. 

         
         Another flash of lightning lit the night sky. With little choice, she picked up her basket and followed the lion into his
            den.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter One

         
         
            Two months later . . .

         

         The true Duke of Penning was a terrible man.

         
         Susanna had suspected it from the moment she first met him on that stormy night, and time had revealed her to be correct.

         
         She knew something of terrible men. Unfortunately, she had known more than a few in the course of her life. At ten and seven,
            she had been too inexperienced and naive to recognize such men when faced with them, but now, as a jaded and thoroughly seasoned
            woman of eight and twenty, she knew one when she met one. And Penning was one such man.
         

         
         Normally she would steer clear of his ilk, but he was her employer, a fact Susanna was wise enough to never forget, especially considering their fraught initial meeting. She supposed she was fortunate he had kept her on. She had insulted him. Called him a liar. Treated him to scorn. Every time he looked at her she read the memory of that reflected in his gaze . . . felt it like a bothersome pebble caught, trapped in her shoe. 

         
         Terrible man or not, she lived in service to him. Such was her lot. She must listen to him, obey him, cater to his every whim
            without complaint or she would be replaced. That was the way of things. There was no avoiding him. No shirking of her duties.
            No escape lest she wanted to be set free, wandering like a vagabond, searching for hearth and home, as fragile as a tulip
            on the hill. Being set free did not mean freedom. Not in this sense. She was worldly enough to understand that.
         

         
         Presently, she stood before him with a smile of deference pasted to her face, nodding circumspectly and reminding herself
            that she was fortunate enough to have this position, a position of respect and authority in her own right.
         

         
         She was fortunate to have a roof over her head, a healthy wage, a comfortable bed, and ample food on her plate every day.
            And she was fortunate enough to be in possession of her good name, which, let us recognize, was everything to a woman in this
            day and age. Especially to a woman like Susanna who had very nearly lost it once upon a time.
         

         
         Serving the Duke of Penning was a small price to pay for all of that. A woman of humble roots and precarious background ought never overestimate the value of those things. 

         
         The duke had requested this audience, summoning her through his valet, the young Mr. Carter, whose soft, pitying gaze warned
            her that this would not be an easy meeting.
         

         
         Nor was it.

         
         Penning let her know that at once with his announcement. A house party was coming to Penning Hall.

         
         A house party.

         
         Her mind raced with all that must be done in preparation. And much must be done.
         

         
         Of course, everything would have to meet the duke’s exacting requirements. It would be a significant undertaking.

         
         “On the fifth day there will be an assembly—” He did not lift his dark, bent head from where he sat at his desk, scribbling
            furiously into a ledger as he spoke, as though he were in great haste . . . or angry.
         

         
         He always seemed angry, or at the very least afflicted . . . burdened. Of course, she often felt the subject of his chronic displeasure. Ever since he arrived at Penning Hall, he surveyed
            his new domain and all within it with an expression that bordered disdain.
         

         
         She could not fathom such disdain. What a great inconvenience to inherit a dukedom! All that money and property and instant esteem. Such a hindrance. 

         
         She suppressed an eye roll and clasped her hands in front of her. “An assembly, Your Grace?”

         
         He looked up then, and she rather wished he had not. Or rather that she had not spoken and drawn his attention to herself.

         
         Those blue eyes of his were as frosty as an arctic wind breezing over her. She preferred not to have him so focused upon her. An impossibility, of course, as she was his housekeeper, and must attend to the man daily.
            A mere two months had passed since his arrival at Penning Hall and she still struggled with that . . . with those eyes, with
            that perpetual expression of disdain . . . with him.
         

         
         He was nothing like the previous duke to hold the Penning title. Or dukes, rather. In her eleven years at Penning Hall, there
            had been a total of three. Well. In a manner, there had been three. There had been the two and then the swindler. She would have preferred the swindler over
            him, though. What she would give to have any of them instead of this duke and his judgmental stares and acerbic attitude.
         

         
         He cocked a dark, supercilious eyebrow at her. He may be newly minted to the role, but he had the haughty and arrogant airs down to perfection. It was as though Providence had crafted him this way, knowing he was destined for such a role. Just as he possessed blue eyes and dark hair and good looks, he had this in him, too . . . this streak of severity, this ability to be a perfectly arrogant arse. 

         
         “An assembly, yes, Miss Lockhart. That is when a group of people come together for food, drink and dance.”

         
         Arrogant arse.

         
         He leaned back in his chair.

         
         She flushed. “Yes, Your Grace. I am aware.”

         
         “A good thing as you are my housekeeper, Miss Lockhart. For now . . .”

         
         For now.

         
         She twisted and squeezed her fingers. There was no mistaking the implication of that.

         
         She was strangling. “Y-yes . . . Your Grace.” She did not know what else to say. Nothing else was required. As with most servants.
            They were to merely nod and obey. Acquiesce dutifully and be invisible until required to speak.
         

         
         “It is my understanding that my counterfeit predecessor hosted a ball for the entire village of Shropshire.” He paused and it seemed that his eyes held a smidge of accusation
            as he leveled it upon her. As though she were somehow responsible for the fact that before his arrival, another man, a clever charlatan, a consummate trickster, had passed himself off as the Duke of Penning. “I should do no less, I imagine,” he finished tersely. 

         
         “Yes, Your Grace.”

         
         He blinked his frosty gaze once more in a way that seemed to say she was dismissed, and then returned his attention to his
            ledger, as though the sight of her now bored him.
         

         
         She started to turn away and then he spoke again, asking rather harshly, “Can you offer more than vague platitudes, Miss Lockhart?
            This is to be an important event and I need your assurances that you can manage it.”
         

         
         Manage it? As the Penning housekeeper, that was what she did. All the time. Every day. For years now, managing things was her singular talent.
         

         
         She compressed her lips, annoyance prickling over her. The man clearly did not like her, and she could relate because she
            felt the same way about him. Not that she dared to reveal that. She was not that foolhardy. Not after their less-than-glorious
            beginning. She knew she should be grateful that he had not sacked her on the spot after that dreadful start.
         

         
         She needed this position.

         
         She was determined that he see she was highly competent at her post, and therefore indispensable.

         
         “I shall meet with Cook this very afternoon and construct a menu and present it to you tomorrow—”

         
         “This evening,” he corrected, the tip of his quill scratching as he wrote upon parchment, not even glancing to her. “Before I retire tonight we shall review your list. Only the best, mind you. Spare no expense. We have several important guests coming from London.” 

         
         More important than him? She did not think this arrogant duke believed anyone above him.

         
         She took a careful breath, keeping her smile in place. “Very good, Your Grace. This evening, then.” She nodded. “I assure
            you everything will be faultless.”
         

         
         “I hope so, Miss Lockhart.”

         
         The words were mild in themselves, but they rang in her ears with implicit threat.

         
         “How many guests are we expecting?”

         
         He handed her a sheet off his desk. “They are all listed here.”

         
         She gave the list a quick glance, noting the names of several ranked personages upon it. He had not been exaggerating. Important
            people, indeed. It would be a fete boasting only the highest echelons of Society.
         

         
         She was familiar with several of the names. The young Lady Miranda was constantly in the gossip rags, renowned for her beauty and charm. And the Dowager Countess of Lippton was one of the reigning doyens of the ton. She would have to be put in the very best chamber.
         

         
         He nodded to the list in her hand. “I am certain you can see why I need this to go smoothly.”

         
         “Yes. It will, Your Grace,” she promised.

         
         He was clearly shopping for a bride. One could not reside beneath this roof without knowing a future Duchess of Penning was
            on the horizon.
         

         
         Perhaps he was even after husbands for his younger sisters. The girls were of age, and there were some young gentlemen on
            the list, too.
         

         
         Or perhaps the wife he sought would usher his sisters through Good Society for him and find the girls suitable matches. A
            proper wife well versed in Society would certainly assist him in that endeavor.
         

         
         “I will hold you to that promise, Miss Lockhart.” And just like that he was done with her. He returned his attention to the
            ledger before him, clearly dismissing her. “I will see you later.”
         

         
         “Good day, Your Grace.” She executed a brief curtsy that he did not appreciate at all as his attention remained on his desk.

         
         She sent him a backward glance as she departed the room. Still nary a look from him, and his lack of interest both offended
            and relieved her. It was a paradox, to be sure, and spoke to her contrary nature.
         

         
         Closing the double doors behind her, she exhaled a heavy, reproachful breath. The man, however, was not a paradox. He was unequivocally beastly, but she supposed most dukes were. Her problem was that she possessed expectations. Expectations that existed because the previous dukes had been perfectly pleasant and charming gentlemen. 

         
         The duke she had worked beneath for most of her tenure at Penning Hall was now Mr. Butler. Such an ordinary and common name
            for a man who had been brought up with all the pomp and privileges of a nobleman.
         

         
         Unfortunately it had been discovered he was illegitimate, born before his late father married his mother. He had lost everything:
            his title and all entailed therein. Following his exodus, the hunt for the next Duke of Penning began.
         

         
         Agents of the estate thought they had discovered him, but it turned out that man was a charlatan, posing as the Duke of Penning,
            with his son in tow, no less. The pair of them had quite fooled everyone.
         

         
         Frauds or no, they had been perfectly pleasant gentlemen and Susanna had been happy to have them here, to serve them. Again,
            that should have made her suspicious. Perfectly pleasant and affable men were not likely to be dukes. Indeed not.
         

         
         No, the great lummox sitting in the study behind her was the duke—as he had proclaimed that rain-soaked night after he had very nearly run her down with his horse. 

         
         The bloody Duke of Penning. And she was his housekeeper.

         
         She swallowed against the sudden thickness in her throat. At least for the time being.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         The housekeeper had to go. His housekeeper. His. That was the rub of it.
         

         
         Lucian had known the moment he clapped eyes on her on that rain-soaked hill that there would be trouble, that she would be a problem.
         

         
         He had an instinct for such things. It never failed him. His nape tingled. He felt trouble before it struck, and Susanna Lockhart was every bit that. She was defiance and pertinacity through and through.
            She might be a domestic, but there was nothing submissive or meek about her. Her amber-brown eyes gleamed with rebellion.
         

         
         Oh, yes. She had to go.

         
         Ever since his father died, he had lived by his wits. Gut sense guided him, informing him when to extricate himself from situations.
            It was the only way he had survived and provided for his sisters all these years.
         

         
         He had made mistakes certainly, but he had never ended up dead, in a gutter, or in prison. Three things that had seemed very possible in his former life. Not that anyone would surmise that now of him, installed, as he was, in his new role of duke. 

         
         He had managed to feed himself and his sisters and keep a roof over their heads. Good fortune might have befallen him now,
            lifting him up from his hardscrabble existence, but his sense of survival remained, and it was on screaming alert now.
         

         
         Everything within him told him that Susanna Lockhart was someone he had to remove from this new life he was carving out for
            himself and his sisters posthaste.
         

         
         Perhaps in my old life . . .

         
         No, no. He shook his head swiftly. That was neither here nor there. No sense in making suppositions on whether he would have
            welcomed Miss Lockhart into his life before. It was not before anymore. What could have been in his old life did not matter anymore.
         

         
         That life was gone.

         
         Only this new life remained.

         
         This new life with Susanna Lockhart as his housekeeper.

         
         But not for long.

         
         There was nothing the least bit deferential about her. Oh, she said all the right things. Proper and respectful words only ever passed her lips, but he saw beyond that. He read the glittering resentment in her eyes. He recognized that at once. He knew the truth. He knew the reality between them—the reality that had been there in the rain and mud with thunder cracking around them and his body aching from very nearly breaking his neck. 

         
         She saw him for what he was. And she found him lacking in his newfound role as the Duke of Penning. It was as though she could
            see to the very core of him.
         

         
         He was a fraud and she knew it.

         
         Oh, he was the legitimate Duke of Penning. His late father was a distant cousin to the last true Duke of Penning to hold the
            seat and that tenuous connection made him the present Duke of Penning.
         

         
         The true Duke of Penning.
         

         
         He was a fraud in another sense, though. Perhaps the truest sense.

         
         He did not deserve to be the Duke of Penning. He was not a good man. There was nothing noble about him. He was besmirched. Unworthy.
         

         
         The things he had seen and done . . .

         
         There was not even the regret in him there ought to be. He wished he could look back and hate all those things. That was how
            he ought to feel. That was perhaps the deepest shame of it. However, remorse was elusive. In fact, at times he missed the debauchery. He had reveled in it. He had been good at it. 

         
         As a lad of seven and ten, when he first entered that dark world of vice, it had been out of necessity. There had been no
            choice. Not when fighting for survival. He had no knowledge he would be quite so good at it, though. That he would bask in
            it.
         

         
         He had swum among the sharks for so long, he himself had become one.

         
         A good man ought to regret the wickedness and vice. Except alone, in the dark of night, in his bed, in the quiet still of
            his thoughts . . . he longed for it. Longed for yielding flesh and sweet, unbridled release. The kind not to be found in a
            proper young lady’s bed.
         

         
         Clearly he was not a good man.

         
         He inhaled sharply and whirled around in his chair, pushing up from his desk. Standing, he gazed down at his view of the impressive
            gardens: the copious flowers, the lemon trees, the rosebushes, the intricate maze of yew hedges beyond. Several gardeners
            were at work among the shrubs, toiling to make certain the grounds remained impressive.
         

         
         This place was his. Incredibly. All of it. He would not fuck it up. If that meant burying himself deep down, repressing the core of himself and trapping all his unholy impulses in a box, then so be it. 

         
         No one knew the truth of his past.

         
         No one knew the wickedness hidden deep inside him.

         
         Not even his housekeeper with her too-keen gaze.

         
         Despite her judging stare, she did not know. Oh, she might sense something wasn’t right with him, but that was only suspicion. She did not know for a fact. Nor would
            she ever know. His true nature, which felt very close to unraveling whenever in her presence, would remain under wraps.
         

         
         Miss Lockhart was his housekeeper. A member of his upper staff, but a servant nonetheless. She worked for him.
         

         
         He should not feel anything at all about her. He should not find her obstinate chin intriguing. He should not find her scornful
            gaze challenging, filling him with all manner of improper notions these last couple of months, making her a less-than-ideal
            housekeeper.
         

         
         No good would come of such thinking.

         
         Perhaps if they had not started out toe-to-toe, sparring as adversaries, things would be different between them. There would
            be only civility. Proper thoughts and dignified words.
         

         
         Instead of this tension that throbbed between them.

         
         He should not care if she thought him undeserving of a dukedom. Her opinion did not matter. He was the bloody duke.

         
         And yet he did care.
         

         
         He cared what his scornful little housekeeper in her colorless dresses thought of him.

         
         It was an untenable situation. He really should have sacked her already and replaced her with a proper housekeeper. One old
            enough to be his grandmother. Someone whose plump mouth did not incite unholy ideas.
         

         
         It was confounding. Who ever heard of a woman like her running a household as grand as Penning Hall? He snorted. What had the previous legitimate Duke of Penning been thinking to have placed someone so young in such an elevated and important position? The old man had
            clearly been daft. That would explain his attempt to pass off his bastard as his legitimate heir to the world.
         

         
         Of course none of this would be a problem if Lucian were a different sort of man. A nobleman who didn’t care what his housekeeper
            thought of him. Or a nobleman who wasn’t reluctant to act on his impulses.
         

         
         He knew such men existed. Haughty nobles who took whatever they wanted, whomever they wanted—including pretty servants. Nothing would stop those men from cornering one of their housemaids, grabbing her from behind and hiking her skirts up for a quick tumble. He was not that man. 

         
         Lucian was . . . well, he was not one to take advantage of someone in a position less privileged than his own. He had struggled
            enough in his own life. He would not knowingly inflict suffering on anyone else.
         

         
         He lifted his arm and grasped the window frame in a white-knuckled grip, staring down at the grounds and yet seeing nothing.

         
         No perhaps about it. He needed to let her go. He would give her a proper recommendation, of course. Something that would easily
            land her another position elsewhere. He was not such a cad that he would sack her and cast her out without any prospects.
            Perhaps he could even see about securing a position for her so that he was not turning her out with nowhere to go. His conscience
            demanded he make such an effort.
         

         
         Resolute with this decision, he moved from the window and rang for his valet. He would put the task to Mr. Carter. That good
            man could handle her dismissal and the hiring of a new housekeeper.
         

         
         His valet had been indispensable to him since he arrived at Penning Hall. Carter was young and bright. Ambitious. He had been instrumental in helping Lucian acclimate to his new position. 

         
         Lucian knew he was leaning on him more than one might lean on a valet, but he was a little at sea in his sudden role of a
            nobleman, and Carter had served as valet to the previous duke . . . the previous two dukes if one counted the swindler. He well knew the habits of a nobleman and he kept Lucian from looking like a fool on most
            days.
         

         
         Lucian would have to increase the man’s wages. Perhaps promote him to the role of secretary. He gave a single nod of decisiveness.
            Indeed.
         

         
         Especially if he was foisting the unpleasant business of sacking members of the staff on Carter. He gave the valet’s bell
            rope another tug and returned to his desk. Carter would see to the matter. With any luck, he would have a new housekeeper
            by the week’s end—one that did not provoke him and stir uncomfortable things inside of him.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Three

         
         “Contemplating murder, Miss Lockhart?”

         
         Susanna lurched off the door with a gasp at the sudden voice. She had been so lost in her cross thoughts that she had not
            noticed the approach of Miss Ross.
         

         
         “Miss Ross,” she said in what she hoped was an even and composed voice. “Whatever do you mean?”

         
         She glanced over her shoulder to the room where the duke remained. She couldn’t see him, but she imagined he was still at
            that desk, that stupid handsome face of his poring over his list of victims . . . er, bridal prospects.
         

         
         She wanted to think it would be difficult for him to win an eligible lady to wife. That no woman would want him, but, of course,
            that would not be the case. It would be the opposite, unfortunately. He would be much desired. Feted. Pursued. Every Society
            Mama would be pelting him with their marriageable daughters.
         

         
         Such was the unfairness of life. Beautiful moneyed people generally got what they wanted. And let’s not forget he was a duke, too. A vagary of birth and twist of fate that made him more advantaged than just about everyone else on the planet. 

         
         “Come, now.” Miss Ross offered a cajoling smile. “I know my brother can be a trial.”

         
         A trial? He is an arse.

         
         “Oh, no! Not at all, Miss Ross,” she stammered, hoping and praying that she had not conveyed that attitude.

         
         The young woman was well out of the school room but still younger than Susanna. Like Susanna, she was unmarried. Although
            unlike Susanna, she was not likely to remain so.
         

         
         Now that Mathilda Ross was the sister of a duke she would have her pick of suitors. With her fair looks and generous dowry,
            she would likely snag herself a lord by the end of the season. She would have her pick of husbands. Both Ross sisters would
            likely not be here for very long. They would be running households of their own soon. Young, attractive sisters of dukes did
            not remain unwed.
         

         
         Miss Ross stood with the morning light limned behind her. She was a vision in her lovely day dress of periwinkle blue. Unlike
            her dark-haired brother, she was fair, her thick curls shining like spun gold.
         

         
         Her dress was a simple confection of muslin. Simple for her—this sister of a duke. Susanna had never owned anything so fine in all her life.
         

         
         She had led a humble existence in a sparsely populated fishing town by the name of Kennaughly on the Isle of Man. Her mother
            had worked in the kitchens of a gentry family—when she was not working alongside her fisherman husband. The family was English
            and only in residence half the year. When not working as a kitchen maid, Mama spent the rest of her time on the docks or on
            the boat or at home sewing and repairing nets.
         

         
         When Mama overheard the lady of the house complaining that her young daughter was in need of companionship, Susanna’s mother
            had quickly volunteered her for the position.
         

         
         Susanna had been called up to the big house for a nail-biting interview. She remembered the day well. She had stood before
            the elegant English lady in awe. Susanna was only eleven, standing in the well-appointed parlor of a house she had only observed
            from afar, wringing her hands as she was eyed critically by this lady with milk-pale skin and hands that looked as tender
            and fresh as a newborn babe’s.
         

         
         Whilst Mrs. Davies had not liked Susanna’s meager English and too-thin frame, she’d thought Susanna clean and pleasing of
            face. She’d hired Susanna on the spot.
         

         
         Soon, Susanna found herself swept up in a strange new world of manners and fine clothes and an abundance of food—tea and scones every day! As many as her heart desired. Her thin frame quickly filled out and her face took on a healthy glow, much to Mrs. Davies’s satisfaction. 

         
         Her world grew exponentially as she began taking lessons alongside the precocious Ruth, who was hungry for a friend and welcomed
            Susanna full-heartedly. Mrs. Davies insisted that Susanna be educated alongside her daughter—so that Ruth would not feel so
            alone in her studies.
         

         
         For no other reason could Susanna speak like a proper Englishwoman today. It was because of Ruth and her governess that she
            could speak English at all instead of exclusively Manx, the tongue she had spoken since she formed her first word.
         

         
         She had learned not only English, but arithmetic, literature, science and a spattering of French and Latin. The governess
            had a special fondness for the classics, and Susanna had soaked it all in, sharing that love, losing herself in stories of
            Theseus and Aphrodite and Persephone and Zeus and all the other Greek gods, reveling in the drama, the struggles and foibles
            of characters who felt so very real in her mind, all the while appreciating the education she would not have received in the
            normal course of her life.
         

         
         Growing up in that household, Susanna had seen pretty frocks before. Even Ruth, however, had not worn anything as fine as Miss Ross’s dress. Susanna had not seen such elegant gowns since moving to the mainland, to Shropshire. She had observed countless sumptuous gowns in her tenure at Penning Hall; first as a maid and later as a housekeeper. She admired them with secret longing in her heart, knowing she would never wear one herself. Never feel fine silk against her skin. 

         
         It was a foolish longing. Shallow for her to want something as silly as a pretty dress she would never have cause or occasion
            to wear.
         

         
         Her life was good. Things could have been so much worse. That thing that drove her from Kennaughly could have followed her
            here.
         

         
         She quickly glanced down at herself and stifled a wince. She wore a serviceable wool gown of blue and it was more than adequate.
            It was one of five dresses she owned. In addition to this dark blue one (her favorite), she owned a gray one and three others
            in varying shades of brown. These were the colors of her life. No patterns or prints. No silk or muslin. All adequate.
         

         
         “Come. Now that we have settled in at Penning Hall, we needn’t be so formal. Call me Mathilda. Or Mattie, as my friends do.”

         
         Susanna could not possibly. Unlike her brother, this girl was not natural to the role of haughty and superior aristocrat.

         
         Miss Ross continued, “And you? What is your name, Miss Lockhart?”

         
         She hesitated only a beat. If the duke’s sister wished to address her by her Christian name, then that was her right. She
            was the duke’s sister, after all, and Susanna but a servant of the house. She could call her whatever she wished. “Susanna.”
         

         
         Miss Ross’s lips spread in a smile. “Susanna. That is lovely. It suits you.” Her gaze flicked to the doors of the study and
            she pulled a pout. “Is my brother being his usual tyrant self?”
         

         
         “Er . . . I . . .” Yes.

         
         “You can agree. I won’t betray your confidences to him.”

         
         Susanna glanced around her as though sensing a trap. “Your brother is . . . a fair man.” She did not know that to be true—he
            had not been here long enough for her to know—but she certainly was not about to confess her dislike and that she thought
            him to be terrible.
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