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      Maywood Manor, Oxfordshire, August 1, 1817

      

      How long would it take before Ashton Grell no longer felt as if he were prying when opening the post addressed to the Marquess of Wingate? He’d been the Earl of Stalter his entire life and only became Wingate a month ago and was still adjusting to the new title and responsibilities.

      He tossed the recent correspondence onto the scarred, wooden desk and leaned back in the chair. Leather and wood squeaked, protesting beneath his weight. Not that Ashton was a large man. He might be taller than average, but he carried no excess weight. Perhaps it was his stature that caused the chair to protest since his father, who’d sat in this very place for decades, had been a slight man in comparison. However, the former Wingate’s personality had been that of a giant, a tyrant who had made living in Maywood Manor unpleasant at best, hell at worst.

      Ashton had always known that one day he’d become the next Wingate, but he also assumed that he’d have time to gradually come to the position as his father aged and slowly handed over more duties.

      Though, if Ashton were to be honest, his father had held onto every last detail involving the investments and estates and had shared little. Even if his father had lived to be a doddering old man, in all likelihood, Ashton would have been kept in the dark until the man passed on.

      Except, his father hadn’t lived into senility, and Ashton was left to manage the mess that had been left in the wake of his father’s sudden and unexpected death.

      “How do you intend to enjoy your last days as a bachelor?”

      Ashton glared at his younger brother, Chadburn. “As I’m not yet betrothed, nor am I courting anyone, last days is a bit melodramatic don’t you think?”

      “Perhaps,” Chadburn shrugged. “Or perhaps not. You have a duty to your title—an heir and a spare. Mustn’t shirk that.”

      “I also have a younger brother. Three actually, so why should I suffer an uncomfortable marriage when any one of you might fall in love, marry and produce sons one day?”

      Chadburn snorted in response. Not that Ashton blamed him. None of them really believed in love and thank God he wasn’t required to marry as their parents had—arranged. The two had got on so poorly that Ashton was amazed they had managed to be in each other’s company long enough to produce not only the two necessary sons, but two more and a daughter.

      From hatred blooms passion?

      Was it possible to lust after someone you despised? Not that he wanted to think of either of his parents lusting.

      Ashton shook away the disturbing thoughts and sipped from his brandy.

      “As I have no such luck, I will need to put my mind to marriageable misses,” Henry Simpson, formerly the Marquess of Broadridge and now the Duke of Eldridge, announced as he entered the library. “I was blessed with only a sister, and since my father’s brother only managed to produce daughters, all duty falls to me.”

      Ashton supposed he should refer to his good friend and cousin twice removed as His Grace, but they’d been close since they’d been on leading strings and it seemed odd to address him as anything other than Henry. They’d even come into their titles the same day. The former marquess was now buried in the family cemetery, alongside Ashton’s Aunt Corliss, the woman who had murdered both her brother and her uncle that same awful day.

      Ashton rubbed the bridge of his nose and wished he could get the images out of his head. Aunt Corliss had always been disturbed but Father had refused to place her in an institution where she could have received proper care. Instead, she had lived in the dower house, surrounded by servants and guards.

      On that fateful day, after the late Duke of Eldridge and Henry had arrived for a visit, she’d broken free, found Father’s dueling pistols and shot both men while they sat taking supper, all the while screaming how they’d ruined her life and any chance at happiness and children of her own. She then had darted from the dining room, rushed up to the nursery on the top floor and thrown herself from one of the windows. It had all happened so quickly that none of them had had time to react or make any attempt to stop her. So that she’d not be buried at the crossroads, they’d all claimed she’d fallen instead of having committed suicide. Aunt Corliss had been lost and confused most of her life and the family, despite the circumstances, wished her peace for eternity.

      Chadburn poured brandy into a glass and handed it to Henry before looking back at Ashton. “As I’m next in line, I’d appreciate it greatly you doing your duty and not kicking up your toes before your eldest son has reached the age of majority.”

      “I’m only thirty. There is still plenty of time for me to marry and produce heirs. I see no rush.”

      Henry laughed and lifted his glass. “I completely concur with your assessment.”

      Chadburn chuckled and then took a drink. “My advice is to marry on your own terms while you can.”

      “Own terms?” Ashton asked.

      “The ladies and their mamas hounded both of you when our fathers were alive. It’s going to be worse now.”

      Ashton should remember to stand beside his cousin at any event. After all, why set your cap on a marquess when there was a duke available. With any luck, Ashton would be ignored completely. And, once the ton learned the state of his finances, if they ever learned, he’d be ignored despite the title, unless there was a father of an heiress looking to purchase a title for his daughter.

      Ashton’s stomach clenched. It was better not to marry at all and let a brother or nephew inherit than live a life of misery like his parents.

      “Or, we may be shunned,” Henry suggested.

      Chadburn snorted. “You’re a duke without a blemish to your character.”

      “Unless one fears that madness may run in the family,” Ashton offered. He wouldn’t be surprised if some parents discouraged their daughters from seeking introductions.

      “Then there is the scandal. At least the murders didn’t take place at the height of the season. Talk of our families would have been on everyone’s lips,” Henry grumbled. He hated to be the focus of the ton as much as Ashton, both preferring to remain unnoticed, which had been nearly impossible given their rank as future heirs to titles.

      Yes, next spring was going to be miserable, unless Ashton decided to forgo London entirely, which he might do and for reasons that had nothing to do with misses and matchmaking mamas.

      “Good God, London is going to be hell,” Chadburn groaned. “I don’t think there is any amount of time that could pass to make Society forget how our fathers died.” He took a drink and frowned. “I may decide to avoid it completely. As the spare, there is little interest in me, and I’d rather not be fodder for gossip.”

      “Yet, the ladies prefer you to me,” Ashton reminded him. While Ashton may hold the title, Chadburn had always been a favorite.

      At least his brother wouldn’t argue if Ashton decided to keep the family at Maywood Manor for the Season. Not that it mattered, he supposed. Chad was old enough to make his own decisions.

      “It’s my charm.” Chadburn grinned. “They can’t resist me.”

      Yes, Chadburn was charming, flirtatious and all things Ashton was not. Then again, Chadburn could afford to be freer and more relaxed, and unrestricted to pursue what or whoever he wished.

      “What are your plans?” Ashton asked.

      Chadburn shrugged. “I’ve not settled upon anything.”

      “You are eight and twenty,” Ashton reminded him.

      “Are you threatening to cut off my quarterly,” his brother demanded in false fear.

      Ashton chuckled. “Hardly that.” At least not yet, but it might become a necessity. “But do you intend to live with me the rest of your life?”

      At that, his brother’s smile slipped. “In truth, I have no idea what I wish to do. I failed as a tutor, and being a vicar wasn’t the best choice of vocation.” He leaned forward. “Perhaps you could give me one of Father’s unentailed properties. I promise I shall not squander the opportunity.”

      Perhaps that was exactly what Ashton should do. It wasn’t as if their father hadn’t acquired a number of holdings during his life. Ashton had reviewed the list just this morning and it was impossible to manage them all. Nor could his father, given the state of their affairs.

      For so long Ashton had thought they were wealthy, but even that had been hidden from him and he either needed to work a miracle or sell off what he could. However, giving an estate to Chadburn was not out of the realm of possibilities and his brother might just eventually earn a profit, no longer need his quarterly, and have a home of his own.

      At the scratch on the door, Ashton called for the servant to enter. His ever-efficient butler entered carrying a silver tray with a missive set precisely in the middle as his father had required. “The post has arrived.”

      “Thank you, Jones.” Ashton took the letter and glanced at the seal. “Why in the blazes is the Duke of Danby writing to me?”

      “If it is the same correspondence I received, he’s inviting you to spend Christmas at Danby Castle,” Henry suggested.

      “It’s only August,” Chadburn reminded them. “Does Danby always plan so far ahead?”

      

      Wingate,

      

      Please accept my condolences on the passing of your father. I understand it came about by the most horrific circumstance and for that you have my sympathy.

      As this is a trying time, I wish to extend an invitation for you and your siblings to join me at Danby Castle this December for the Holiday Season. It cannot be easy to reside at your estate surrounded by the gruesome reminders of how your father met his end.

      Christmas is a time when family should be together and as two of your cousins are now married to great-nephews of mine, I feel it is only right that we all be together for the holiday.

      Furthermore, we must discuss how I can assist you in navigating Society in the coming spring. You have a duty to your younger sister, Lady Eve, and I fear rumors surrounding your father’s death, along with your aunt’s involvement, will ruin any chances for her marrying. Your father failed Lady Eve. She should have been settled more than three years ago and I am happy to assist in bringing this unacceptable plight to an end. Therefore, you will be expected to attend me at Danby Castle on twentieth of December in the year of our Lord, 1817.

      

      Danby

      

      Ashton let the letter drift to his desk as he frowned at his cousin. “When and whether Eve marries is not Danby’s concern.”

      Chadburn snatched up the letter and quickly perused it.

      “At least he’s warning you of his plans,” Henry offered.

      “Are you certain his only concern is for Eve?” Chadburn glanced up from the letter with suspicion in his light eyes. “I don’t trust Danby.”

      “Father hated him with every part of his being,” Henry reminded his cousins. “I should go for that reason alone.” He raised his glass as if the very idea brought humor. “I wonder if the ground moves when one turns in their grave?”

      Henry had fought being under his father’s thumb from the moment of birth and thwarted him whenever the opportunity arose.

      “There is no reason why you cannot discuss the spring after Twelfth Night.” Chadburn dropped the letter back onto Ashton’s desk and sipped from his glass. “It isn’t as if our relatives will be present. Jillian is in Barbados with Storm and they are unlikely to return to England anytime soon.” As Jillian was Henry’s only sibling, there was no reason for him to travel to Yorkshire, other than for the pleasure of thumbing his nose at his deceased father.

      “Isabella is also on the island.” Along with her husband, Nathaniel Storm. “The rest of the Storms are acquaintances, but certainly not friends,” Ashton added. Isabella was a daughter of another deceased aunt. Ashton’s father had only two sisters and no brothers, and all three siblings were now gone.

      Chadburn narrowed his eyes and leaned forward. “Just how many unmarried relatives does Danby have?”

      Ashton shifted questioning eyes to Henry.

      “I know only of Storm’s younger siblings. There are five in all, four of them female.”

      One of them being Lady Hannah Storm whom Ashton had been quite taken with last spring. If only her dragon of a mother had given him an opportunity to at least call on Lady Hannah, he might have discovered if they suited. Instead, they’d only enjoyed chance meetings.

      Despite his argument to Chadburn, that there was no rush to marry and produce heirs, Lady Hannah had been the first miss Ashton had given thought to courting. Perhaps he should consider celebrating Christmas at Danby Castle, as it was very likely that Lady Hannah would be present.

      Except, he wasn’t in a position to court anyone and might never be.

      As much as he wished to pursue Lady Hannah, it wouldn’t be fair to her, especially if he landed in debtors’ prison. It was bad enough that his family would suffer from the embarrassment, he’d not inflict the same on a wife.

      “You do know what he is doing,” Chadburn stated. “Danby, I mean.”

      Ashton just shrugged and Henry looked at him blankly.

      “His Grace has spent the past several years manipulating first his grandchildren and then his great-nieces and nephews to see that they are wed. Danby hated Henry’s father as much as Eldridge hated him, but I’d bet my quarterly that it’s Danby’s intention to marry his relations to the two of you and then enjoy the satisfaction of besting Henry’s father.”

      While Ashton might wish to renew his acquaintance with Lady Hannah, he had no intention of being manipulated by the Duke of Danby. “Do you really think that’s his plan?”

      “He said as much in his reference to Eve.” Chadburn snorted. “Then to bring the two of you to the castle—a bachelor duke and a bachelor marquess…”

      Except, if Eve married, it would be one of Ashton’s concerns erased, as she’d be settled and able to distance herself from him.

      No, he’d not stand by while his sister was manipulated by the duke either, even if it would benefit Ashton in the end. “If we send our regrets, what excuse shall we offer?” This was the Duke of Danby after all and His Grace wouldn’t simply take no for an answer.

      Henry started to grin. “I believe I shall visit my sister in Barbados as this will be the first Christmas without our father.”

      Ashton pushed aside the papers on the desk until he found the list of properties and lifted it for Chadburn to see. “As I’ve a sugar plantation in Barbados, I do believe I might join you.” Maybe it would be good to be away from Maywood Manor, and England. Perhaps distance would bring him answers on how to pay the monumental debts. Then perhaps, he would be able to enjoy the next Season, pursue Lady Hannah, on his own terms, and find a way around her dragon of a mother.

      “You’re going?” Chadburn asked in surprise.

      “Unless you’d prefer to attend Danby at his castle for Christmas.”

      His brother pulled back. “I’ve no desire to be legshackled, especially if the girl in question is a relation to a powerful duke. However, I’d rather not sail to Barbados either, so if it’s all the same to you, I think I’ll visit your newly acquired properties and decide which I might want for myself.” He chuckled, but Ashton knew that his brother craved something for himself, something he could build on. If taking one of the properties that were supposed to be an investment off his hands was the answer, then Ashton would happily give it to him.

      “Then I shall write to His Grace declining his kind invitation and inform him of our other destination. Chadburn, tell Eve to prepare for a voyage and a much-needed holiday. I’ll send word to Jude and Vance in the event they wish to join us.” While Eve and Chadburn still remained at Maywood Manor, his younger brothers were rarely home. They might not even have the opportunity to travel since Jude was an investigator with Bow Street and Vance worked with the Thames River Police.

      Henry stood. “I will also send my regrets and see about purchasing passage on the earliest ship available.”

      In the meantime, Ashton would dig further into the records to find an answer as to why his father had been making quarterly payments of two hundred pounds to a Mr. Silas Palmer. As the man also resided in Barbados, this would be the perfect opportunity to discuss the matter instead of relying on correspondence.

      At first Ashton had assumed it was for management of the plantation, but as no sugar had been produced or shipped to England in over a year, he wanted to know what his father had actually been paying for.
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      Danby Castle, Yorkshire, August 14, 1817

      

      “Why do you think Danby wants to see me?” Lady Hannah Storm worried her hands as she paced in the large, cold, formal sitting room at Danby Castle.

      “How would I know?” her older brother, Benjamin Storm, the Earl of Kenly responded. “But I’m damned tired of being summoned each time His Grace needs something.”

      A smile pulled at Hannah’s lips. Truthfully, Ben wasn’t summoned all that often. She suspected that he was irritated at being called away from his wife, Mary, now that her time was near for delivery of their first child.

      “With any luck, whatever he needs won’t take long and we’ll be able to return home tomorrow.”

      Hannah pivoted on her heel and started back across the room. “I still can’t imagine why he wishes to see me.” And that was what worried her. Whenever her great-uncle demanded the attendance of one of his unattached relations, there was usually a spouse waiting in the wings.

      “I have my suspicions, but I could also be wrong.”

      She stopped and stared at Ben, silently praying he would not voice her deepest fear.

      “He’s found a husband for you.”

      Hannah’s stomach churned in panic. Oh please, let them both be wrong. She fully intended to decide upon her own husband, and already had one in mind.

      “You are not here for a husband,” the Duke of Danby announced from the entrance of the sitting room. On his arm was a beautiful, yet older woman. Not as old as Danby though. Hannah wasn’t certain anyone was as old as her great-uncle, except perhaps God.

      “May I introduce my dear friend, the Dowager Marchioness of Whitley?”

      Hannah dropped to a curtsey as Ben bowed.

      “Lady Whitley will be leaving from Edinburgh in a fortnight to visit her daughter,” Danby announced.

      “Where are you traveling?” Ben asked conversationally.

      “Barbados.” Lady Whitley beamed. “I can’t wait to visit my daughter and grandchildren and share the Christmas holiday with them.”

      “And Hannah will be accompanying her as a companion,” Danby announced.

      Hannah blinked at her great-uncle. A part of her was thrilled at the opportunity to travel, but Danby never did anything involving one of his relations without an ulterior motive.

      Exactly who was Lady Whitley to him? Further, had it even occurred to His Grace to ask Hannah if she’d be interested in taking a position as the marchioness’ companion?

      She shook away the thought.

      Danby wouldn’t ask anyone’s opinion. He simply made decisions that he thought were best and then ordered those involved to do his bidding.

      Then the most horrific thought occurred to her and Hannah’s stomach sank. Was Danby sending her away because there was no husband for her? Did he see her as unmarriageable? She was only four and twenty, not quite on the shelf yet. Was this to be her life, a spinster companion to older women for the rest of her days? Was that how Danby saw her?

      On the bright side, if he thought it impossible to find her a spouse, at least he wouldn’t meddle in her life. Well, except for sending her half-way across the world with Lady Whitley.

      “Sadly, that means you will not be with us at Christmas, so my search for your husband will need to wait until spring.”

      Blast! She rather wished he’d thought it impossible for her to marry. “My brother, Peter, has not yet wed,” Hannah pointed out. “As he is older, shouldn’t your focus be on him?”

      Danby narrowed his eyes on Hannah. Her comment was rather impertinent, yet why should Peter be ignored?

      “Do not make me regret this decision to save you for spring,” he barked and thumped his cane.

      Hannah drew back. Goodness, she really should watch her tongue, especially around Danby.

      “Your brother will be married in good time. Unfortunately, he still has a bit to learn before I’ll saddle any young woman with him.”

      Hannah blinked. What could Peter possibly need to learn? He was five and twenty and had completed all his schooling. If it was time for any of them to marry, it was certainly Peter. Though he did enjoy far more freedom than the rest of them. So much so, she saw him rarely, as he had a full life in London, far away from the family. Oh, to be free to live away from mother and do as she pleased…Hannah nearly sighed at the very possibility. Not that she’d ever enjoy the same opportunity, a female and such.

      Danby led Lady Whitley to the settee and Hannah took a seat beside her as Danby settled into a matching chair.

      This reprieve from her great-uncle’s matchmaking also offered Hannah another chance to somehow gain the attention of the Earl of Stalter come spring. He’d been attentive this last year, when allowed the opportunity, such as the one time they’d danced and then partnered at the scavenger hunt. Unfortunately, even if he had any interest in courting her, Mother had ruined any opportunity by dismissing and sending him away the next time he had tried to sign her dance card. Hannah had never been so humiliated in her life. Even though Hannah still thought of him, there was no doubt Stalter had forgotten her, or considered her unsuitable. An opinion she had every intention of changing in the coming spring.

      “I can see the calculation in your eyes, Hannah.”

      She blinked at her great-uncle and schooled her features.

      “Even though your marriage is going to be put off longer than I wish, do not hold out hope that you might still snare the Marquess of Wingate.”

      Hannah frowned. The marquess may be a widower but he was much too old for her. Besides, it was his son, the Earl of Stalter that Hannah wished to know better. “I can assure you that I’ve no interest in Wingate.” Why would Danby even think she’d be interested in someone so, well, old?

      “Stalter’s father passed away last month,” her great-uncle said. “He is now Wingate.”

      Oh, she hadn’t realized.

      “I know you wanted to set your cap for him, but I will not have it.” Danby thumped his cane again. “He is still a relative of Eldridge, and I forbid another relation of mine marrying another relation of his,” Danby insisted.

      How dare he tell her who she could and couldn’t marry! Oh, she hated being told what to do. It would serve Danby right if she married Wingate just to spite him. She just needed to get Wingate to agree.

      Which, unless she could manage to gain his attention again, without her mother knowing, wasn’t likely to happen.

      “By the time you return next year, I’m certain that I will have found the perfect gentleman for you.”

      “Next year?” How long was she going to be gone?

      “You’ll depart Barbados at the beginning of February with Nathaniel and Isabella.”

      Her older brother, Samuel lived on a sugar plantation in Barbados with his wife, Jillian, and had no intention of returning to England unless forced. Nate, his twin, and Isabella had sailed there shortly after they married for their wedding trip and she hadn’t known when they planned on returning to England. Apparently, however, His Grace was privy to that information. Was there anything her great-uncle did not know?

      “What will be my duties?”

      Lady Whitley smiled. “Simply be my companion on the ship. Once we arrive, one of your brothers shall retrieve you as my son-in-law will retrieve me.”

      Inwardly, Hannah sighed. As much as Lady Whitley seemed kind, Hannah would have hated to be in such close proximity to Sam and Nate and not been allowed to spend time with them.

      “I’ve already written to Samuel to expect you in October, or whenever the tides shall deliver you.”

      “You shall meet me in Edinburgh in a fortnight,” Lady Whitley advised. “A room at the Ram’s Arms will be waiting for you. Passage has already been booked and we will sail when the tide is right.”

      “What of Mother?” Hannah finally asked with a bit of worry, glancing in Ben’s direction. She hoped she wouldn’t have to be the one to tell her.

      “Bah! She’s has no say and I’ll write her directly.” Danby shook his head. “It’s better that you are on a ship and far away, otherwise that woman will see you married to the closest tenant farmer.”

      Hannah bit her lip to keep from giggling since her mother would do exactly that just to keep her daughters close to home.

      “I look forward to the travels.” Hannah smiled at Lady Whitley.

      “As do I, my dear. It will be a grand adventure.”
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      Bridgetown, Barbados, October 21, 2017

      

      The docks in Bridgetown, Barbados, were a flurry of activity with sailors yelling, crates being loaded and unloaded, and passengers finding their way on and off ships. Beside Ashton, who was taking it all in, stood Henry and Eve. Unfortunately, his brothers had not joined him, but in truth, his family rarely spent Christmas as a family and often his father had let the holiday pass without notice other than acknowledging Boxing Day, which he saw as a great inconvenience to the household.

      Ashton took a deep breath of the fresh, salty air and glanced around. He’d never been anywhere so bright before, and marveled at the clear, cloudless blue skies, azure Caribbean Sea and gentle breezes that kept the heat at bay. It was no wonder that after Storm had sailed to this island, he hadn’t left it for years.

      Barbados was in complete contrast to London. Not that he hadn’t enjoyed the sun and clear skies at home, London did lack the heat, colorful shops, a simple vibrancy of life that so often lacked in Society.

      Persons from all over inhabited the docks and several different languages were being spoken. It was as if the world had converged in one spot—here, and he couldn’t wait to explore more of the town, the island, and Grell Hill Plantation.

      “Henry,” a female called, and they all turned to find Jillian bearing down on them, a bright smile upon her face, the likes of which Ashton had never seen on her before. Behind Jillian strolled a very calm and relaxed Samuel Storm.

      Jillian flung her arms out and hugged Henry the moment she was within reach. After greeting his brother-in-law, Storm then turned to Ashton. “I’ve arranged to have your belongings delivered to Roxburg’s plantation. He is happy to have you, and his home is larger than mine.”

      Ashton frowned. “Why not my own?”

      Samuel winced. “Yours isn’t exactly habitable at the moment.”

      “Nobody told me the place was in disrepair.”

      “I’ll explain once we are on our way,” Samuel assured him. “The lands and house simply need attention to bring it back to what it once was.”

      It wasn’t a question of putting in the work, the concern lay in the amount of funds it might take. Is that why his father had let the plantation fall into disrepair? Not that it should have mattered because sugar was income and shouldn’t have been allowed to go by the wayside.

      “Jillian love, why don’t we escort the gentlemen and Lady Eve to the waiting carriage? I’ll arrange for the trunks to be delivered.”

      Her smile brightened as she linked an arm with Eve’s. “It is so good to see you again and we are going to have the grandest holiday.”
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      Ashton stared out the window at the strikingly beautiful and fascinating scenery as they pulled away from the bustling town. He’d read about palm trees of course, and seen sketches, but he’d not appreciated such height of the long trunks, absent of limbs until the palms at the top, which resembled more an umbrella than leaves. Nor could he have imagined the beaches, some of the sand so white that his cravat probably appeared dingy in comparison. Then there were the beautiful, brilliant flowers of red, orange and pink that he couldn’t begin to name, as such didn’t grow in England. At least, not naturally.

      An excitement that he’d not experienced since being a youth built within him. This was exactly what he needed—to be away from England, on a beautiful island, spending time with family. To simply enjoy and relax and not think of the troubles his father had left behind at home. And maybe, in this setting, with his mind and body at ease, a solution to his financial difficulties might come to him.

      “I wish I’d had time to warn you, but the message of your arrival did not reach us until a sennight ago.”

      “Warn?” Ashton asked as some of his excitement started to dim.

      “Your property has been neglected for nearly a year and a half.”

      All Father’s, now his, properties had been neglected and Ashton wasn’t about to let one more lessen the pleasantness of this holiday. He’d worry about the whole of his current holdings when he returned to England.

      “I’m not certain if you are aware, but in April 1816, a man named Bussa led a slave rebellion against the British sugar cane planters. The uprising involved over 400 enslaved people and they set fire to houses and cane fields. Nearly half of the island burned for days. Unfortunately, your plantations suffered severe damage.”

      So much for leaving his troubles back in England. Father’s legacy had followed him here. It was one thing to deal with neglected properties, it was quite another having one destroyed.

      “I don’t understand.” Eve frowned. “Are you saying our father owned slaves?”

      The shocked tone of her voice mirrored Ashton’s thoughts on the matter, though he shouldn’t be surprised that his father had participated in the unsettling practice.

      “The man who had been hired to oversee your plantation was sacked for not protecting your lands.”

      “If the revolt was so large, how could anyone have stopped it?” Eve asked.

      “A single person could not.” Samuel looked her in the eye. “It took the British army four days to bring it to an end.”

      “And my father simply let the place rot afterwards?” Ashton questioned. “Nobody was hired to restore the fields, house…?” Though, given the state of their finances, he probably couldn’t afford to do so either, which explained why there was no more income from sugar production.

      “It appears to be so. The slaves have been taken to another property owned by Mr. Silas Palmer.”

      Ashton frowned. He’d gone through all his father’s papers and there wasn’t any mention of slaves. Had there been, he would have sailed here immediately to correct the situation. Instead, his father had only left behind ledger books documenting the costs of the plantation, without itemizing or offering details, and the income from sugar imports, which ended shortly after the revolt, and payments to Palmer.

      Were Ashton’s father and this Palmer partners in some manner, or perhaps friends?

      Slaves? He owned slaves?

      Well, no matter the cost to make the sugar plantation profitable again, Ashton had no intention of continuing that barbaric practice of slavery.
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      Hannah breathed in the fresh, salty air, closed her eyes and turned her face to the sun. Water lapped at her feet as her toes sank into the sand. This must certainly be heaven on earth.

      “It is good that Mother isn’t here, or she’d have an apoplexy seeing how you’ve discarded your shoes and stockings,” Nate called as he came near enough for her to hear him. His beautiful wife, Isabella on his arm.

      “I’m wearing my bonnet.” Hannah smiled and lowered her chin, then made certain that she was further shielded by the parasol, and was careful to hold her skirts with her other hand. It wouldn’t do to ruin another dress and suffer a sunburn at the same time. “So what if I do freckle? Isabella has them.” They went well with Isabella’s auburn hair and porcelain skin.

      “Ah, but she is safely married, so it no longer matters,” Nate chuckled.

      “Perhaps I don’t wish to be married. Perhaps I wish to stay here for the rest of my days and be a governess to Sam and Jillian’s children. Perhaps I wish to allow my skin to turn golden as yours and be free of the constricts of Society on how a woman should look.”

      “You will want to marry one day, Hannah,” Isabella looked up at Nate, her eyes full of love.

      “While you might have my brother, all that is waiting for me in England are gentlemen farmers or whoever Danby wishes to sacrifice so I don’t become a spinster.”

      Nate laughed. “Don’t dismiss Danby so quickly. He’s been successful at almost every turn.”

      “So far he’s been lucky.” Her great-uncle barely knew her so how could he possibly choose which gentleman would suit her best? “All he’s done is decide who is not acceptable for me.”

      Nate frowned. “To which gentleman does he have an objection?”

      “Wingate,” she answered on a sigh. “Used to be Stalter, but now is Wingate.”

      Nate just nodded, then smiled as if he knew something she didn’t. “Well, it’s not as if Danby has any control in Barbados. You might come across your future husband and Danby will have no say.”

      There were a number of plantations in Barbados owned by English gentlemen like Samuel and his good friend, the Duke of Roxburg. If she found her husband here, she might never need to leave. Except, most English owners were also absentee owners, so there might not be many gentlemen to meet on this island.

      Besides, her heart wanted Wingate. Or, at least it had last spring.

      Oh, if only her mother hadn’t been so difficult, then the issue of her marriage might have already been decided and she’d be living quite blissfully.

      “There you are!” Jillian stepped out on the terrace. Beside her, stood her brother, the new Duke of Eldridge.

      “You left hours ago,” Isabella called. “We had thought you’d return by now, and I must admit, I’d become worried.”

      “The docks were very busy this morning and then we stopped off at Roxburg’s and had a pleasant visit. I’m sorry to have worried you.”

      In that instant, Hannah recalled her surroundings and quickly stepped from the water and let her skirts drop. It wouldn’t do for her ankles and calves to remain exposed in the presence of His Grace.

      “I’ve asked that refreshments be served on the terrace since it’s such a beautiful day,” Jillian called.

      “It’s always beautiful,” Isabella laughed as she made her way toward the path leading back to the plantation house.

      “I’ll be along in a moment,” Hannah said as she took a seat on the bench where she’d left her stockings and shoes and waited until everyone had turned from her before she sat and quickly brushed the sand from her feet. Not all of it would come off, but one couldn’t attend tea in bare feet, especially when a duke she barely knew was in attendance.

      She’d suffered a slight sun burn the first days after her arrival, but now the skin was darkening, much like Sam’s face and arms. The same could not be said for the rest of her as she did wear a bonnet whenever out, allowing her face to be exposed to the sun for only the briefest amounts of time. Further, these winter gowns her mother insisted on packing didn’t allow much skin exposure and Hannah wished she had her spring and summer gowns so that she didn’t bake in the heat. Jillian had taken her shopping shortly after her arrival and with any luck, the new gowns, made of a much lighter material, and not covering her from neck to wrist, would be delivered this afternoon.

      She glanced over his shoulder as Sam joined her family at the table. Eldridge was rather handsome with his blond hair and blue eyes and there was certainly a resemblance to his sister. Where Jillian was beautiful, Eldridge was handsome. Furthermore, if she recalled correctly, he was only nine and twenty. However, he wasn’t nearly as handsome as his cousin, Lord Wingate.

      Hannah inwardly sighed. It was a shame Wingate hadn’t joined His Grace, then Hannah’s holiday would indeed be perfect, and she’d have
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