
  
    [image: A Regency Christmas to Remember]
  


  
    
      A Regency Christmas to Remember

      A REGENCY CHRISTMAS COLLECTION

    

    
      
        AMANDA MARIEL

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Praise for Amanda Mariel

      

    

    
      
        
          Fate Gave Me a Duke

        

        
          
            Foreword

          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Epilogue

          

          
            Excerpt

          

          
            Chapter 1

          

        

      

      
        
          Wish Upon a Christmas Duke

        

        
          
            Foreword

          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Epilogue

          

          
            Bonus Epilogue

          

          
            Excerpt

          

          
            Chapter 1

          

        

      

      
        
          Christmas in the Duke’s Embrace

        

        
          
            Foreword

          

          
            Prologue

          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Epilogue

          

          
            Excerpt

          

          
            Chapter 1

          

        

      

      
        
          Earl of Edgemore

        

        
          
            Foreword

          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Excerpt

          

          
            Chapter 1

          

        

      

      
        
          Rogue Under the Mistletoe

        

        
          
            Foreword

          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Epilogue

          

          
            Excerpt

          

          
            Chapter 1

          

        

      

      
        
          Her Perfect Rogue

        

        
          
            Foreword

          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Epilogue

          

          
            Excerpt

          

          
            Chapter 1

          

        

      

      
        
          Stealing a Rogue’s kiss

        

        
          
            Foreword

          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Epilogue

          

          
            Excerpt

          

          
            Chapter 1

          

        

      

    

    
      
        Authors note

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Also by Amanda Mariel

      

      
        Afterword

      

    

    

  


  
    
      This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, organizations, places, events, and incidents are either products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously.

      

      
        
        A Regency Christmas to Remember

        Copyright © 2024 Amanda Mariel

        All rights reserved.

      

      

      

      No part of this book may be reproduced, or stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, without the express written permission of the publisher.

      

      
        
        Published by Brook Ridge Press

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Praise for Amanda Mariel

          

        

      

    

    
      “Ms. Mariel is an amazing storyteller, one who draws her reader into her stories and holds them in awe.” ~My Book Addiction and More

      

      “Amanda Mariel writes charming Victorian era romances with engaging characters. I can’t wait for her next book.” ~Meara Platt, bestselling, award winning historical romance author

      

      “Scandalous Endeavors” is a fun jaunt with quirky characters, and a happily ever after – the perfect recipe for a pleasantly enjoyable read!” ~InD’tale Magazine

      

      “Witty, clever, and fast-paced, Amanda Mariel’s “Scandalous Intentions” is a must read full of passion and emotion!” ~ USA Today Bestselling Author Christi Caldwell
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      Amidst the enchanting Yuletide festivities, the Duke of Cleburne, Giles Fortescue, renowned for his roguish charm, finds his artfully constructed façade slipping through unexpected circumstances in the hallowed library's shadows. Mistaking one lady for another in a clandestine rendezvous, his carefully cultivated guise begins to unravel, plunging him into a labyrinth of unforeseen complexities that threaten to shatter his carefully honed reputation, leaving him ensnared by the ominous specter of societal censure.

      

      Lady Juliet Gale's world is transformed when the devilishly alluring duke’s impetuous kiss propels her into a realm of unprecedented excitement and trepidation. As their passions entwine and boundaries blur, Juliet's moment of daring abandon leads to a transgression with consequences that reverberate far beyond the stolen embrace. As Yuletide joy collides with societal strictures, she must confront the price of her recklessness, navigating a path fraught with judgment and censure.

      

      Amid the flickering candlelight and ornate decorations, the fates of Giles and Juliet converge. Will they surrender to the inexorable pull of destiny, allowing love to bloom amidst the frosty air of the holiday season, or will they muster the strength to defy convention and carve their own path, redefining their lives and love against the backdrop of a Regency Christmas?

      

      In Fate Gave Me a Duke, the Yule log's glow illuminates not only festive celebrations, but the enduring struggle between honorable actions and untamed desires.
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        Mayfair, England

        December 12, 1811

      

      

      Lady Juliet Gale stood near the potted ferns at her dear friend Olivia, the Duchess of Thorne’s Christmastide ball. Her gaze lingered on the dance floor where couples clad in deep greens, vibrant reds, golds, blues, and silvers danced the quadrille. Candlelight caught their jewels—or was it the other way around—and glittered about the enormous space.

      Add to that the bows of greenery Olivia had placed about the room, and the setting certainly was festive. Everyone who was anyone seemed to be in the room, and they all wore smiles, their continence full of merriment and good cheer.

      Juliet lowered her silk fan as her gaze met Olivia’s. “You outdid yourself.”

      Olivia beamed back at her. “William told me to spare no expense for such a special evening. He wanted perfection, and I daresay I delivered. The girls are a smashing success.”

      William and Olivia had married last year, and Olivia became both mother and sister to his three younger siblings. Tonight was the unofficial come-out ball for the oldest two sisters, Lady Catherine and Lady Louisa.

      Juliet tapped her fan against Olivia’s arm playfully. “My, but you sound smug. Nothing like patting oneself on the back.”

      Olivia huffed a soft sigh, though she wasn’t the least bit scalded. “There is no need to be jealous,” she retorted in a teasing lilt.

      Juliet turned her attention back to the dancing couples, her gaze finding Louisa and Catherine in their complimentary silk gowns. One in silver and the other in an ice blue, both trimmed in seed pearls and lace. The girls seemed to enjoy themselves, and they certainly were garnering loads of attention from the gentleman. On that score, Olivia was quite right, and it thrilled Juliet to witness the outcome.

      She turned her attention back to Olivia. “I was only jesting. Honestly, you have every right to be pleased with yourself. It seems Louisa and Catherine are a success.”

      “Indeed,” Olivia said. “I am planning for a parlor full of suitors come morning.”

      Juliet took a glass of champagne from a passing footman. “And, right, you should. I would wager they both have offers of marriage by season’s end.” She brought the glass to her lips and took a copious drink as she wondered if her turn would ever come. At four and twenty, most of her peers considered her past her prime and no doubt racing toward spinsterhood.

      Olivia turned her understanding gaze on Juliet. “Do not fret. Your prince charming will arrive.” She waved her hand at the crush of lords and ladies. “Perhaps he is here now, and you have only to find him.”

      “I am not fretting,” Juliet said. She brought the champagne flute back to her lips for another drink as the music ended, and couples began departing the dance floor.

      She could not help but notice how Catherine’s partner was leading her toward the balcony. He had his hand resting over hers where her fingers looped over his arm and smiled at her as they traversed the room. Perhaps the girl had already found her future husband.

      “I daresay he looks smitten,” Juliet said, without taking her gaze from the couple.

      “I had better chaperone them,” Olivia said. “From a distance, of course,” then departed with haste to follow Catherine and her suitor.

      After finishing her champagne, Juliet sat the empty flute on a passing footman’s tray, then looked about for their other friend Emma. Her usually cheerful mood turned more sour when she spotted Emma in her husband’s arms. She did not begrudge Emma. On the contrary, joy-filled her at her friend’s happiness.

      Still, she could not help feeling a bit left out. Perhaps even abandoned to some extent. The three of them, Emma, Olivia, and Juliet, had been the closest of friends. A trio of wallflower’s who always kept each other company and cheered one-an-other on. Now she was alone. Leastwise, mostly alone, and she very much wanted her own happily ever after with a dashing gentleman.

      Juliet sighed as she started across the ballroom toward the hallway. She was not truly alone, and it was unfair of her to think in such a way. Emma and Olivia still included her in all the ways they could. The three of them were still fast friends and loyal confidants. And it pleased Juliet that her friends had found love.

      She was simply depressed tonight and, as a result, being unfair. Olivia was right. Juliet would find love. Though she very much doubted it would happen tonight. She had to be patient. And if her friends were any indication, the wait for her own prince charming would be well worth it.

      Yes, she would hold out hope, but she would seek a bit of solitude in the meantime. Half an hour away from the glittering ballroom and smiling couples would no doubt set her mood to rights. When she reappeared, she would be her usual cheerful self.

      Juliet slipped out, then turned toward the library. She would select a new book to read, and once she’d cleared her mind, she would slip back into the ballroom.

      No one would miss a stray wallflower.

      Of that, she was certain.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Giles Fortescue, Duke of Cleburne, bemoaned his attendance at this bloody ball. He’d never enjoyed such events and, as such, did all in his power—and he welded a considerable amount—to avoid them.

      On the rare occasions when he failed, he ensconced himself in the game room or between a willing widow’s thighs. Sadly, there would be little of that this evening. He’d already been here several hours and drank a copious amount of liquor. Yet, he remained in the ballroom, as Thorne had requested.

      Casting his gaze about the room, he caught sight of his long-time friend ensconced in conversation and wondered if he might sneak off for a bit without being noticed. Surely Thorne would not begrudge him a small reprieve. After all, Thorne was well aware of Giles’s aversion to these things.

      A smile curved his lips at the thought, and he searched the room, seeking a lady to distract himself with. His gaze met nothing beyond the innocent smiles of debutantes and appraising eyes of matchmaking mamas.

      The whole thing was enough to make a fellow’s skin crawl. And he wondered for the thousandth time why he’d allowed Thorne to rope him into this.

      Giles slipped his flask from his coat and took a long drink of the brandy canceled within. Perhaps if he got drunk enough, Thorne would dismiss him from his obligation. Leastwise, he would find the ball more tolerable. Regardless, he was well on his way to being foxed and had no intention of slowing down now.

      Giles simply was not fit for good company. He did not belong at a come-out ball full of innocent ladies. Thorne never should have requested his attendance. He certainly should not have asked that Giles remain in the ballroom.

      Why the devil had he allowed Thorne to talk him into attending his sister’s ball, at any rate? Giles should have declined. He was not the sort of man to add prestige to such an event, and certainly not the sort that would help the girls.

      If anything, his presence here would hurt their chances of finding suitable matches, and Thorne well knew it. Giles was a hardened rogue. That he was a duke only allowed him more liberties. He could tarnish a lady’s reputation by merely dancing with her.

      Still, Thorne was Giles’s oldest and closest friend. He could scarcely refuse his invitation. Nor could he ravish any of the innocent ladies swarming the ballroom.

      There was nothing for it. He was here, and he would do his best to honor Thorne’s wishes. Surely, he could survive one night of debutants.

      He took another long drink of brandy before he capped his flask and closed his eyes.

      “Fancy meeting you here,” a familiar feminine voice fairly purred near his ear.

      A roguish smile curved his lips, for it seemed his luck was taking a turn for the better. “Lady Lambert,” he said as he opened his eyes to greet the widow.

      She gave a slight smile, her gaze full of invitation. “It has been some time, Your Grace.”

      “Indeed,” he agreed. The last time he had entertained her had been several months back. Perhaps a year ago. “How long has it been? A year?”

      She gave a nonchalant shrug. “I couldn’t say.”

      The severe set of her face betrayed her feigned nonchalance, and he recalled why he’d ended the affair. She had become too serious—even a bit territorial. He’d wager she knew down to the hour how long it had been since he’d bedded her.

      Regardless, she was just the distraction he needed tonight.

      He brushed the back of one finger along her cheek and asked, “Have you missed me,” he leaned closer, “Kitty?”

      Passion flared in her gaze. “Meet me in the library in twenty minutes, and I shall endeavor to show you exactly how much.” She tapped her silk fan against his chest. “I promise I will not disappoint you.” Kitty pivoted, then fled in a billow of scarlet skirts, her hips swaying in invitation.

      Giles waited a few minutes, then strode around the perimeter of the ballroom before exiting. As he made his way to the library, he sipped from his flask. A bit more brandy and a willing woman would set him to rights. After his tryst, he would return to the ball and lend Thorne his full support.

      For whatever that was worth.
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      Juliet inhaled a deep breath as she turned to face the shelves of neatly bound books. All at once, her stress melted away, and her mood took a turn for the better.

      She much preferred the scents of leather and vellum to those of the stifling ballroom. The intermingling rose, jasmine and sandalwood colognes and powders combined with bodily odors clogged her nose and turned her stomach.

      But this. Ah yes, she adored the scent of the vast and utterly deserted library. Beeswax, tallow, leather, and vellum mingled with the smell of the crackling fire in the hearth. It was peaceful and inviting. And best of all, there was no one else about—no one to judge her and no one she needed to impress.

      She was alone. Save for herself and the books, of course. Juliet smiled as she scanned row after row of leather-bound volumes with gold lettering. From where she stood, her sightline contained nothing more than books, and she adored the prospect of selecting one.

      The idea of escaping into a different world and letting her imagination run wild always thrilled her. When she read, she became one of the characters. It was as if she got sucked right into the book and lived the story. There was no greater escape. Not for a lady, at any rate.

      She stepped closer to the shelves, then reached out to run her fingertip along the book spines as she considered each one. Edgeworth, Hoffmann, Scott. All excellent authors, but not quite what she was looking for. Juliet strolled further down the row of books, then paused when she spotted a recent novel, Sense and Sensibility by A Lady volume one.

      Finding the author’s title and anonymity interesting, she plucked the book from the shelf and then opened it. She’d likely read it for no other reason than to support the anonymous female author. All the same, she hoped the storyline would be intriguing.

      Juliet read the first line: The family of Dashwood had long been settled in Sussex. So it was to be a family tale, she thought as she read further. It did not take long to discover that the Dashwood females were in a precarious position. She determined the book to be well worth her time and continued to read.

      Juliet considered sitting on one of the sofas or chairs scattered about the room, but thought better of it. It would not do for her to grow too comfortable, for if she did, she might forget to return to the ball within a reasonable amount of time. And if she dallied for overlong, Olivia would take notice and be cross with her.

      One chapter, she told herself, and then she would return to the ballroom. With her decision made, she allowed herself to sink into the tale as she stood near the hearth with her body facing the bookshelves. After less than a paragraph, she was hooked on the story and devouring the pages.

      “You are early, kitten.” The deep timbre of a man filled the room.

      A pair of muscular arms came around Juliet as she heard the masculine voice. She jumped at the intrusion and unexpected contact; the book dropping from her hands to thwack against the floor.

      “There is no need to play coy,” he said, then brought his lips to the column of her neck.

      Caught completely off guard, heat spiraled through Juliet, and a small moan floated from somewhere deep inside her. She’d never had a man’s lips on her neck—never had much attention at all from men.

      Who was this one, and more importantly, who did he think she was?

      Regaining a bit of sense, she pulled away then turned on him. “Do you make a habit of accosting ladies?”

      His eyes darkened from a light blue, green shade to more of a deep hazel as he stared at her. For a moment, he appeared unsure, perhaps confused, then he gave a devilish grin and said, “Only the beautiful ones.”

      Her heart slammed in her chest as her pulse ticked up. He was tall, broad, and devastatingly handsome with his golden hair, patrician nose, full lips, and chiseled jaw. And he had called her beautiful! She’d never beheld such a man. Certainly never been complimented in such a way by an exceedingly handsome man.

      He took a step forward, bringing his body closer to hers, and she smelled the brandy wafting from him. All at once, his behavior made sense. The man was foxed, quite thoroughly if she had to guess.

      Juliet held out a staying hand. “Whoever you were expecting, I am clearly not her.”

      “Certainly not.” He reached for her. “You are a far better surprise.” He caught her in his arms and brought his lips to hers.

      Juliet thought she must be in a dream. Or perhaps a nightmare. Either way, it was proving far too pleasant. New sensations traveled through her, her body feeling more alive than it ever had as he slanted his mouth over hers.

      She should stop this at once. The man was clearly not in his right mind. She could taste the brandy on his lips and she’d smelled it before. It radiated from him, but she did not find the smell or the taste off-putting. It smelled of fruit, a pleasant and earthy aroma mingled with the taste of sweetly bitter liquor as their lips joined.

      If they were caught…

      His tongue slid across the crease of her lips, and as if on instinct, she opened her mouth, allowing him entrance. Devastated, she wrapped her arms around his shoulders and held on as he deepened the kiss. All thought fled her mind when he pulled her body tight against his, pressing her breasts to his muscular chest.

      She’d been kissed before. Once by a neighbor boy. But that kiss… It could not compare to this. They had been children, and the kiss had been chaste. An experiment between two curious youths that left neither impressed. Nor had she experienced any of the sensations the man kissing her now was causing.

      Her entire body warmed and tingled as he worked his lips over hers, his tongue sliding over hers and hands holding her close. Tendrils of heat and wanton passion unfurled within her and spread throughout her body. Her pulse thrummed, and the place between her thighs grew damp. The effect of his kiss was devastating, and all at once, addicting.

      He cupped her bottom and lifted her from the ground. “Wrap your legs around me, sweetheart,” he said before capturing her lips anew.

      Unwilling to stop herself, she complied, wrapping her legs around his hips as their mouths took greedily of each other. Juliet wanted more of this—she wanted more of him.

      He carried her to a nearby table, then sat her on its edge, his mouth never leaving hers. An unfamiliar sensation, a deep longing, gripped her as he stroked one hand up her leg, pulling her skirt up with it.

      This truly was too much. Another moment, a few inches higher, and she would reach the point of no return. She would be ruined if she did not stop him now. For she’d be unable to stop him later. She craved these new sensations he was causing within her—she wanted him.

      Ultimately, she found herself powerless in the face of his seduction. When she should have pushed him away, she pulled him closer. Another minute. Another kiss. One more caress. She would allow herself one more minute of bliss, then she would demand he leave her.

      He slid his lips from hers and blazed a trail of fervent kisses across her cheek, stopping to suckle her earlobe, then whispered, “You are so sweet. So beautiful.”

      Her core throbbed as her heart delighted. She was a fool. A wanton she-devil destined for ruination. But most shocking of all was the realization that she did not care. Juliet had never felt so alive, so feminine and primal, and she reveled in the powerful awakening.

      He trailed his kisses down her throat, suckling and laving her hot flesh as he stroked higher up her thigh. His touches gentle, his fingertips like little flames dancing across her thigh.

      When he dipped his tongue into the valley between her breasts, Juliet whimpered with need. Her body begged for more, something else, something she knew only he could give her.

      But she could not allow for it. This had to stop before they were caught. Before she let him go too far. Before, she gave all of herself to a stranger.

      Juliet pushed at his shoulders. “Stop. We cannot.”

      He brought his head up to meet her gaze, but did not remove his hand from her thigh. “What is your name, sweetheart?”

      “Juliet, Lady Juliet Gale.” She slid her tongue along her lower lip before catching it between her teeth. It was all she could do to keep herself from reaching for him and pressing her lips back to his.

      “I will stop if that is truly your wish.” He brushed his lips against hers. A soft meeting of his flesh to hers. “Tell me you dislike my kisses.” He brushed his lips against hers a second time. “Say it is so, and I will leave you to your book.”

      Her mouth went dry as she stared into his passion-glazed eyes. She really ought to tell him to go. Demand that he do so and deny enjoying his kisses. Yet, she could not find the words. Instead, she asked, “What is your name?”

      He gave a devilish grin. “Giles Fortescue, and I am going to kiss you now.”

      Surely, she’d gone mad, for she leaned in, desperate for him to do that very thing. She welcomed the press of his lips against hers and sank into the kiss. Juliet relished the desire burning within her as she gave herself over to him.

      A woman’s shriek broke through the fog of Juliet’s mind a moment before Giles released her. She stared over his shoulder in shock and freight at the woman standing just inside the door. Her blood ran cold as the woman pointed at them and yelled. “He’s compromised her!”

      Juliet’s heart tumbled at the sight of two older matrons standing several paces behind the younger woman. She’d wager that everyone in attendance would hear of this by hour’s end.

      She closed her eyes and shook her head. Her reputation would soon be in tatters, and she had no one save for herself to blame.

      She really should have stopped him.
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      “There is no reason to carry on, Kitty,” Giles said, his voice firm as he took two long strides toward her. He wanted to wring her neck! But then, he could scarcely blame the woman. He had set up a tryst with her, then quickly forgotten when he came upon Juliet.

      Of course, Kitty would be angry. But, bloody hell, she had no cause to scream and carry on. Juliet would be ruined if anyone else came upon them.

      He froze at the sight of the countess and baroness standing further back in the hall. Too late, for others were already paying witness. He’d intended to put an end to Kitty’s outburst and gain her silence on what she’d witnessed. But now…

      Bloody hell. He could have succeeded where Kitty was concerned, but there was nothing he could do about the gossiping matrons. The thought sobered him, the effects of the brandy he’d consumed being no match for the fine mess he now faced. He patted his coat, wishing for more brandy to magically appear in his decanter as he faced the three women crowding the doorway.

      The countess strode forward, her lips pressed into a disapproving pucker as she shook her head in a slow back-and-forth manner. She pointed one wagging finger at Giles and said, “You will marry her.”

      “With due haste,” the Baroness added. Her ample red cheeks shook with the force of her words and furry.

      Giles’s stomach churned, and his pulse sped. “I am sure we can sort this out.” He turned his peering gaze on Kitty. “Lady Lambert can attest to my claim that nothing untoward happened here.” He turned a challenging gaze on her. “Isn’t that right, Lady Lambert?” he asked, his tone demanding and cold.

      Kitty crossed her arms over her bust and huffed a furious sigh. “You had your hand under her skirts. Her legs were spread, and the two of you were kissing. Nothing untoward, my foot! You were ravishing her!” She said, with venom dripping from her tongue. “You ruined the girl, and quite thoroughly, I might add.”

      Giles cringed inwardly as he wished Kitty had not added anything to the discussion. Why the duce had he thought she would help?

      “I can explain,” Juliet said. She must have slid from the table because she marched past Giles without sparing him a glance. “This is all a mistake,” she continued. “A rather large one, I will admit, nevertheless, all is not as it seems.”

      The countess stared at Juliet. “Regardless of the circumstances, dear, he compromised you. Now he must do right and marry you,” the countess said with authority. “You must stand up for yourself.”

      “There is no need for—” Juliet argued, but the countess cut her off before she could expound.

      “There is every need, Lady Juliet,” the countess said, her tone brooking no argument. “You are ruined and will remain such if he does not wed you.”

      “I am not ruined,” Juliet continued to argue despite the countess’s firm tone. “My virtue is fully intact.”

      “No one will ever believe that,” Kitty drawled. “Why with a rogue like him… it’s laughable.” She laughed as she finished speaking, and the sound sent ice down Giles’s spine.

      He should step in and help the lady make her case, but words failed him. He had indeed taken liberties with Lady Juliet. The sort that gave him intimate knowledge of her and quite thoroughly ruined her. He’d wager no other man knew the curve of her silken thigh, or the sweet sound of her pleasure filled moans.

      The baroness drew closer, then turned her angry glare on Giles, snapping him from his pondering. She pointed her gnarled finger at him once more and said, “That reprobate took liberties with you. He will marry you.”

      Giles cringed as the matron turned back to Juliet. “It is his duty and yours as well. Where are your parents?”

      Juliet peered at the collected company; her cheeks flushed scarlet and blue eyes flashed with anger. “That is none of your business. I must speak to the duke,” she said, then notched her chin with defiance as she strode toward the door, paying no heed to the women blocking her path.

      Giles fought the urge to ravish her again. To make that becoming blush painting her cheeks spread to her toes. He fisted his hands at his side and stood in place as she strode toward the door. Thorne would kill him, but she was right. If anyone could help now, it was him.

      Perhaps Giles should follow her and speak with Thorne himself.

      Bloody hell, he would give his left arm for more liquor right now.

      Both arms to be between the fair Juliet’s thighs.

      Pressing his eyes closed for a heartbeat, he shook the thoughts away. Surely he was daft to stand here thinking of booze and frigging while his freedom hung in the wind.

      As Juliet reached the door, Kitty stepped into her path and took hold of her arm. Juliet narrowed her eyes at Kitty. “Take your hand from me,” she seethed, her back stiff and head held high. She wasn’t the least bit cowed by Kitty, and it made Giles want her all the more.

      “The duke is right here. Say what you must.” Kitty nodded toward Giles, and white-hot anger surged through him. How had he ever wished to spend time with the venomous creature? “Isn’t that right, Cleburne?”

      Juliet’s blue eyes rounded as she looked at him, her gaze full of fury. She jerked her arm free from Kitty’s hold and fled.

      Giles felt a stab of regret as he watched her expression change the moment Kitty spoke his titled name. He should have told Lady Juliet when she asked who he was. Undoubtedly, the lady knew of him—knew what a reprobate he was reported to be.

      Giles strode toward Kitty, a menacing set to his jaw. “Are you satisfied now?” He asked, disdain thick in his throat.

      She gave a bone-chilling smile. “Quite.” Then turned and walked away.

      He exhaled a deep breath as he scrubbed his hand over his face. He had to find Thorne and Juliet. If he must marry the chit…

      Well, he could think of worse fates. But he’d not give into facing the vicar just yet. Not before he had a chance to smooth this over. He started toward the door.

      “I think not,” the countess said, then slammed the door and turned the key, locking him inside. “You will wait here,” she called from the other side.

      So be it, then. Giles blew out a slow breath and pulled his decanter from his coat. He tipped it against his lips, but scarcely a drop of brandy met his tongue.

      Resigned to wait, Giles stretched out on a nearby sofa, crossed his feet at the ankles, and leaned back against the armrest.
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      After sending a footman to retrieve Olivia and Thorne, Juliet went to the duke’s office to wait for them. Her heart raced, her breathing quick and tears threatening as she paced the floor, waiting for them. If anyone could save her, it would be her friends.

      She stopped pacing and worried her bottom lip as she stared into the fire crackling in the hearth. She wished she could cast herself into the flames.

      No, she wished she could cast the Duke of Cleburne into them. Had she known that was the man kissing her, she would have fled straightaway no matter how much she had enjoyed the contact. He was infamous for his debauchery and affairs. She could not marry such a man.

      What the devil was taking Olivia and Thorne so long.

      Juliet exhaled a calming breath when they, at last, entered the office. “Thank God you are here. You must help me.” She turned imploring eyes on her friends. “There has been a terrible mistake,” Juliet continued, her mind racing as quick as her heartbeat.

      “Without question, we will.” Olivia came to her side and wrapped her arm around Juliet’s shoulders. “But first, you must tell us what happened?”

      “Lady Herbert and Lady Stanford say I have been compromised. And Lady Lambert, the vile creature, agrees with their opinion,” Juliet pulled in a breath, “but it is a mistake. A terrible misunderstanding.” Juliet turned her gaze to meet Thorne’s. “You have to help me. I cannot marry Gil… Cleburne.”

      Drat and blast! She’d nearly used the rogue’s given name. Her anger blossomed anew, for she’d not have made the mistake if he’d revealed his true identity from the start. And judging by the way Thorne’s eyes narrowed, her mistake had not escaped him.

      Olivia rounded on her husband. “I told you there was danger in inviting those with loose morals. Not all peers are worthy of inclusion!” She pointed her fan toward Juliet. “And now look what’s happened.”

      “Do calm down,” he said. “Let us understand the situation before you jump to conclusions.”

      Olivia paced over to him. “Calm down? Truly? Your reprobate friend compromised my dearest friend, and you are telling me to calm down!” She seethed. “I warned you inviting him would lead to trouble.”

      “But he did not ruin me. He merely kissed me.” Juliet folded her arms over her chest. “This is a mistake. A colossal mistake, and surely Thorne can undo the damage.”

      “See, darling, nothing to fret over. It is a misunderstanding, and I am quite certain we can sort it out.” Thorne reached for Olivia, but she stepped out of his reach and returned to Juliet’s side. He scowled for a brief moment, then directed his words to Juliet, “Tell us what happened?”

      Juliet swallowed past the rising lump in her throat and notched her chin in a show of confidence she did not really feel. “I required a few moments to myself, so I left the ball in favor of the library. It was my intention to select a new book, then return to the ball. I found one that intrigued me and was standing with my back to the door reading when Cleburne mistook me for another lady.”

      Juliet angled her head to study Juliet. “Then you were caught? Alone with him?”

      “Not exactly, there is more.” Juliet nibbled her lower lip before blurting out the rest. “He kissed me, and when the others discovered us, his hand was under my skirt.” Her cheeks burned at the admission, and she quickly added, “He thought I was another.”

      Thorne’s face flushed as his gaze turned angry. “He will marry you. I will see to it.”

      Juliet shook her head, her mind frantic as she processed it all and tried to determine what to say or do next. She had not recognized Cleburne, for she’d never meet him, but she well knew his reputation. The Duke of Cleburne was a notorious rake and well understood to be a renowned lover.

      She could not marry a man, such as him. Her stomach rolled, but she ignored the sick feeling and squared her shoulders in defiance. “Surely, I am not to be punished for a mistake. He did not intend to kiss me. He thought I was another. Please fix this,” she begged.

      Olivia rested her hands on Juliet’s arms and stared into her eyes, understanding and sympathy in her warm gaze. “Thorne is correct. You were irrevocably compromised, no matter who Cleburne thought you were. If you refuse to wed him, the choice will see you ruined. Your parents will not stand for the scandal that is sure to follow.”

      Juliet fought the tears welling in her eyes. She knew Olivia spoke the truth, but how could she marry such a man? She’d be destined for misery. Marring him would destroy all of her dreams of love. Any hope of happiness would be forever gone.

      Olivia closed her eyes and drew in a breath. “We will all pay the price if you refuse. Louisa and Catherine too.” Olivia shook her head as if clearing her mind. “I know you wanted love, Juliet, but this situation…” her words trailed off.

      “The countess and baroness are terrible gossips, and I would wager Lady Lambert is out for blood. At this very moment, the three of them are in the ballroom. Soon everyone in attendance will know what they saw,” Thorne finished speaking for his wife.

      Olivia reached for Juliet’s hand and gave an encouraging squeeze. “Of course, we will support you regardless of the fallout.”

      Juliet’s eyes welled with unshed tears as she considered her situation. Olivia and Thorne were right. She’d not marry at all if she did not wed the Duke of Cleburne. No one would ever believe a rogue such as he left her a maiden. Especially not with Lady Lambert spreading the salacious details of what she’d caught them doing.

      Regardless of what happened now, Juliet would not find love, and if Catherine and Louisa paid the price for her mistake… Juliet would never forgive herself.

      She pressed her eyes closed for a heartbeat and willed the moisture to subside before meeting Thorne’s gaze. “The countess locked Cleburne in the library. If he agrees, I will marry him.”

      Olivia wrapped her arms around Juliet, then nodded to her husband.

      Thorne clenched, then unclenched his jaw before saying, “I will speak with him at once. He will stand by you, Juliet. I assure you he is not so bad as they make him out to be.” Thorne turned his attention to Olivia. “Stay here. I will return with Cleburne, and we will all go down together to announce their betrothal.”
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      “What the devil.” Giles crossed his hands over his head to stop the onslaught of thwacks.

      “Good, you’re awake,” Thorne growled, his tone dripping with anger.

      Giles opened his eyes to find Thorne glaring at him. It came as no surprise, given what he had done. Still, the man could have woken him in a more civil way.

      Did their years of friendship count for nothing?

      Giles uncrossed his ankles but made no move to rise. “Tell me you’ve brought brandy?” he said. “I am far too sober.”

      “I came to discuss Lady Juliet Gale.” Thorne kicked the sofa Giles was lounging on. “Get up.”

      Giles blew out a slow breath as he met his friend’s angry gaze. “About that⁠—”

      Thorne fisted his hands at his sides as he said, “Lady Juliet is my wife’s dear friend. An innocent lady whose parents entrusted her to me, and I will defend her honor. You will either marry her or face my pistols at dawn.”

      “Good God, man.” Giles sat up, his gaze holding Thorne’s. “You would shoot your oldest friend?”

      “If needs must,” Thorne seethed. He shook his head. “Do tell me you have more honor than to ruin an innocent, then refuse marriage.”

      Pushing to his feet, Giles gave an amused grin. So much fuss over such a small chit.

      “Keep grinning like that, and I will shoot you now.” Thorne took a menacing step.

      Giles held out his hand, his palm facing Thorne. “There is no need for such overt violence,” he drawled as he smoothed his cravat. “What would your mother think? The dear girl could not abide fighting, let alone dueling.”

      “In this case, she would understand.” Thorne lunged at Giles, but Giles rounded the sofa before Thorne could capture him. “I am only messing with you. Relax, old chap. I’ll marry the girl.”

      “Right you will,” Thorne said, his tone firm.

      Just then, a knock sounded, and Thorne turned to the door. “Enter.”

      Both men stood silently as a maid carried in a tray and placed it on a nearby table before backing from the room.

      Thorne strolled to the table and took up the kettle. “It’s coffee to sober you up before we announce your betrothal.”

      “I would rather be foxed,” Giles said as he accepted the cup. Though, in truth, he had mixed feelings on that score. If he had not been sauced earlier, he likely would not be in this mess. All the same, it was easier to face such chaos when one had fortification.

      He sipped his coffee, his mind replaying the last hours’ events.

      Truth be told, he knew he should have released the lady the moment he realized she was not Kitty. But Juliet was so damn beautiful. Her lips so luscious, he could not ignore them. Then a taste was not nearly enough. He simply could not help but sample her, and once he did, all thoughts of Kitty fled his mind.

      Bloody hell, he’d even forgotten their planned tryst. Such behavior was not above him, but the sloppiness of the situation… He had always been careful not to get tangled up with innocent ladies, as well as to keep his assignations private.

      What was it about the fair Juliet that caused him to lose all control? Regardless, she did not bear the blame for their discovery.

      This was all his fault, and he would do the honorable thing. Thorne’s assessment of his character was correct—Giles did posses honor—too much integrity to toss the poor girl to the wolves of the ton.

      Thorne’s expression softened as he said, “Juliet is not only dear to Olivia, my sisters and I also have a care for her.”

      “You well know why I have not wed. Now that the time is upon me, I shall endeavor to make a success of it.” Giles blew out a breath. “I will not lead my family to misery.”

      “I have your word?” Thorne asked.

      “As a gentleman,” Giles vowed.

      Thorne nodded, then stood. “Very well, let us join the ladies so we can make the announcement before more damage can be wrought.”

      Giles sat his cup aside, then rose and followed Thorne from the library.

      Marriage to Juliet would not be such a burden. Indeed, if Thorne and Olivia valued the lady, Giles would come to as well, for he trusted their judgment. Leastwise, she was pleasant to look at, and he knew from their brief assignation that the two of them shared passion.

      Regardless of what the future held, he could be assured that his bed would never be cold, and he would always have something beautiful to gaze upon. There were worst fates, he supposed.

      He could be stuck with Kitty for a wife. Lord perish the thought.

      Perhaps this was fate, and all would end well. Giles would do everything in his power to make sure the two of them had a happy future. If the lady met him even partway, there’s would be a successful union.

      By the time he and Thorne entered the office, Giles had convinced himself of the merits of taking Lady Juliet to wife. Rather than feeling as if he were being marched to his execution, he had hope for the future.

      Juliet and Olivia were sipping wine near the fire. Both stood when Giles and Thorne stepped into the room. So the chit required a bit of her own fortification. Finding himself quite amused, he gave a devilish grin as he once more wished for a tumbler full of brandy.

      His gaze found Lady Juliet’s.

      She blushed, her cheeks blossoming with rose pink as she met his gaze.

      Giles strode over to her and reached for her hand. “Lady Juliet Gale, will you do me the honor of becoming my duchess?” There was no need for a proper proposal. Certainly not given their situation. Still, he wanted her to have one.

      She worried her bottom lip as he spoke. Then drank the wine that remained in her glass before replying, “It seems I must.”

      He wished she could muster some semblance of enthusiasm. He was a duke, after all. But given his reputation and the nature of their acquaintance, he could not blame her.

      Giles released her hand and proffered his arm. “Let us go share the joyous news.”

      Her chin quivered slightly, but she held her head high as she accepted his arm. The lady was not only beautiful, but she was also brave. Giles could scarcely help but be pleased.

      Juliet would make him a wonderful duchess.

      Once he earned her respect.

      And dare he hope—her love?
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      The lords and ladies crowding the ballroom went silent when The Duke of Cleburne led Juliet through the doors. Everyone stared at them as the quartet’s music faded on a final note. Had someone told Juliet her night would wind up like this, she would have laughed.

      She certainly would not have believed them. She was not even sure she believed it herself, and she was living the experience. Pray, do not let this turn into a nightmare.

      The couples that had been dancing a moment before now strode from the polished dance floor, their gazes all curiously pinned on Juliet, Cleburne, Olivia, and Thorne.

      Juliet nearly groaned aloud. What she would give for the floor to open up right this minute and swallow her whole, transporting her to a better world.

      But that was the stuff of fiction, and this most certainly was not play-acting. She swallowed past the lump in her throat and willed her frantic pulse to slow as she cast her glance around the crowded room.

      Her gaze found Lady Lambert, and the woman had the audacity to smile at her. Juliet’s skin prickled. Anger replaced her heartache and anxiety. The lady was venomous, and Juliet prayed she’d someday receive her comeuppance.

      Perhaps she was receiving it this very moment, for Juliet suspected Lady Lambert had come to the library for a tryst with the duke of Cleburne. Maybe she had even meant to trap the duke into marriage herself, and that was why she had made such a scene. Jealousy could be a wicked beast.

      Regardless, Lady Lambert’s actions—the scene she had created—were no doubt out of spite. Juliet took a measure of glee in the thought that the venomous woman had lost, then angled her head toward the dance floor, indicating to Thorne and Olivia that she was ready.

      Cleburne patted her hand as they walked across the room beside their friends. He brought her to stand beside Olivia and Thorne in the center of the dance floor, his hand still covering hers. Juliet plastered the best smile she could muster on her face as she looked out at the glittering room. For better or worse, they were about to announce their betrothal, and would soon be husband and wife.

      Thorne cleared his throat, drawing their guest’s attention to him. “It is my great honor to announce the betrothal of our dearest friends His Grace, the Duke of Cleburne, and Lady Juliet Gale.” He turned to them and smiled before offering a bow. “You have my most heartfelt congratulations.”

      Juliet curtsied and mustered the strength to say, “thank you.”

      Cleburne bowed back to him and offered his thanks, too.

      Cheers and clapping filled the room as Thorne turned to the quartet and ordered them to play a waltz.

      Juliet felt like an animal on display at the tower as Cleburne swept her into his arms with the entire ton staring at them. She focused on keeping her smile in place as he led her through the scandalous dance steps.

      To her shame, her pulse sped, and the longing she’d experienced when he had been kissing her flooded through her once more.

      “I am sorry,” he said as he pressed his hand to the small of her back. “I never intended to ruin you, but now that I have, I swear to stand by your side. You have my word that I will care for and protect you from this moment forward.”

      Juliet said nothing, for what could she say? Think nothing of it? The dratted man had ruined her dreams. He’d altered the course of her life. She could not simply forgive him. Could she?

      What’s more, he did not vow fidelity or promise to love her. But then, how could he? He did not know her enough to love her, and it was not in his nature to be faithful to one woman.

      Pushing the thoughts away, she focused on the dance steps and kept her practiced smile firmly in place. It would not due for others to realize her unease.

      Not in the least, for what was done was done. Now Juliet had to make the best of their engagement, and convince as many of their peers as possible that theirs was a genuine match rather than a forced union borne of scandal.

      Perhaps that meant she had to forgive him. That she had to trust him and try to make their union a success.

      If only he were not such a rogue. If she could trust him, she may well fall in love with him. But what good would come of loving a man who could not be faithful? No, Juliet had to forgo her dream of a love match. For if she gave her heart to Cleburne, her foolishness in doing so would only lead to it being broken.

      She cast her glance around the room. Good Heavens. She wished everyone would stop staring at them. Between the curious looks assessing them and Cleburne’s touch, she could scarcely focus. Her nerves were on edge, and she feared she’d have a misstep—or worse, cast up her accounts.

      This night could not end soon enough. She sought a friendly set of eyes and met Olivia’s gaze. Olivia smiled, encouragement radiating from her. Juliet moved her eyes from Olivia to the dance floor and back again, hoping to convey her wish to her friend.

      A moment later, Thorne swept Olivia on to the dance floor, and Juliet relaxed a small measure. Soon others would join too, then the focus would shift from her and Cleburne. Leastwise, she hoped it would.

      Her hope was unfounded. The moment the music stopped, lords and ladies swarmed in to offer felicitations and well wishes. Everyone, save for the two matron’s who’d caught them and Lady Lambert, wished to speak to her and Cleburne.

      As for the other three, Lady Lambert continued to watch them with a satisfied smirk while the matron’s cast disapproving glances in their direction every time they drew near.

      Juliet did her best to keep smiling as Cleburne led her from one group to the next. After a couple of hours, her cheeks were stinging from all the forced smiles, and she desperately wanted a drink to soothe her dry throat. She turned her gaze toward the refreshments and wondered how much longer it would be before they reached the lemonade.

      Juliet breathed a sigh of relief when Thorne’s sisters approached. Louisa curtsied to Cleburne, unfurling a bright smile before she slipped her arm through Juliet’s. “I simply must steal her away. You don’t mind, do you?” She said, her tone cheery.

      “Not at all,” Cleburne met Juliet’s gaze, “Save the last dance for me.”

      “As you wish, Your Grace,” she gave a tight smile and curtsied to her betrothed.

      Luisa led Juliet toward the far wall, then paused at a wooden panel. Catherine glanced over her shoulder before pushing it open. All three ladies darted through the hidden door into the adjoining parlor.

      Louisa twirled about, her hands clasped together. “This is so romantic! You must tell us everything,” she gushed.

      Catherine scowled, her brows drawing together. “Romantic my foot! You heard the gossip the same as me.” She sighed as she sat in a high-back chair. “It’s outrageous. I’m sorry, this has happened to you, Juliet.”

      “I am the one who is sorry. My actions have turned your ball into a spectacle.” Juliet sank onto a nearby sofa. “The night is supposed to be about the two of you, and now everyone has shifted their focus to Cleburne and me. I never meant to distract from you.”

      “Nonsense,” Louisa waved a dismissive hand as she came to sit beside Juliet. “The ball will be on everyone’s tongues. Surely our popularity shall only grow as a result.”

      “Louisa! Do hush. Think of the cost to Juliet, you ninny,” Catherine chastised her sister. “She’s ruined and being forced to marry!”

      Louisa angled herself toward Juliet as she replied, “I am thinking of her. She is to be a duchess now, and I have always found His Grace rather dashing. This could end very well for her.” She clasped her hands in front of her chest and sighed. “You could even fall in love.”

      Of all Juliet’s friends, Louisa was most like her. The girl always found the silver lining. If she and Juliet could trade slippers, Juliet would likely say the same things to her. Perhaps a bit of optimism was precisely what she needed, for nothing was to be gained by wallowing in self-pity and negative what if’s.

      “His reputation precedes him.” Juliet blew out a slow breath. “He is rather dashing, but I fear he will not make a good husband. Most assuredly not a faithful one. And if I fell in love with him only to discover him giving his attentions to others… My heart would shatter.”

      “Your fears are justified.” Catherine nodded, her tight curls bouncing with the movement. “You have every reason to doubt him. He is a hardened rogue.”

      “I hear rogues make the best spouses and lovers.” Louisa winked. “You could reform him, you know.”

      “Louisa!” Juliet and Catherine exclaimed at the same time. It did not surprise Juliet that the younger girl knew of such things, but innocent young ladies did not speak so freely. Leastwise, they should not.

      Louisa had the excellent sense to blush, but her green eyes held amusement in their depths.

      “How do you know of such things?” Catherine asked her sister.

      “People talk all the time, I cannot help what I overhear.” Louisa gave a nonchalant shrug. “And do not act so proper, Catherine. You well knew what I referred to, or you would not have been so shocked.”

      “Knowing and saying are two very different things, sister. Furthermore, I assure you, it is nonsense. The last thing any of us wishes for in a husband is a rogue.” She turned regret-filled eyes on Juliet. “Still, he is a close friend of my brothers. Surely there is something to recommend him. I have always found him pleasant company.”

      “And Olivia is fond of him as well,” Louisa added. “He is a frequent guest at our house. I have never found his behaviors to be off-putting. On the contrary, he is helpful and kind.”

      Juliet brushed a curl from her forehead. “That is something to recommend him, indeed, for Olivia and Thorne would not keep company with a complete reprobate. Nor would they expose you two and Elizabeth to him if they did not trust him.”

      “Certainly not,” Olivia said as she entered the parlor from the hall. “I saw your skirt disappear through the panel. I slipped in from the ballroom to join you as soon as I could.” She came to sit in the chair beside Catherine. “How are you, dear?” She asked Juliet.

      “I am not sure,” Juliet answered honestly. A small part of her was furious. At the same time, the prospect of her marriage excited a tiny fraction of her, though she could not say why. Most of her felt numb, dumbfounded, flummoxed, confused. She did not know what to think or how to feel. “I just wish…” She blew out a breath, not at all sure what she wished. “This is all so unexpected.”

      Olivia reached out and clasped Juliet’s hand in hers. “I remember when I was facing a similar situation, and you helped me through it. I wanted nothing to do with my arranged marriage, but you saw all the positives and pointed them out to me.”

      Juliet shook her head. “Not that it helped. As I recall, you still fought the match.”

      Olivia laughed. “Very true, I did. But your positive outlook gave me something to think about and lessened my nerves. And you were right.” She squeezed Juliet’s hand in a reassuring gesture. “Allow me to do the same for you.”

      “I was trying to do that very thing when you came in,” Louisa grinned. “I was assuring her of Cleburne’s merits and encouraging her to give the duke a chance.”

      Olivia turned her smile on Louisa. “That was good of you, dearest.”

      Juliet sighed, brining Olivia’s attention back to her. “Tell me one thing?” she asked.

      “I will tell you anything you wish to know. You need only ask,” Olivia said, her amber eyes filled with warmth.

      Juliet swallowed before saying, “Is he a good man?”

      “Indeed, he is. There is much to recommend the duke, and I believe he will make you a good husband.” Olivia said. “Pay little heed to the rumors. I will not deny the fact that he is a rogue, but I firmly believe he has his reasons and that he will forgo such behaviors now that he is to wed you.”

      Juliet would not forgive him easily, but if Olivia recommended him, she would at least allow the duke a chance to win her. She gave her first genuine smile since the incident. “Then I know all I need to.” She stood and said, “Let us return to the ball.”
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        December 12, 1811

        The Duke and Duchess of Thorne’s London home

      

      

      Giles sat on a velvet settee in the Duke of Thorne’s red and gold drawing-room as he waited for Juliet to join him. He could not help but think that the room’s colors would complement her fair hair, bold blue eyes, and creamy complexion.

      As it turned out—he was correct.

      Juliet strolled into the room a few minutes later, her beauty stealing his breath. The red and gold made the perfect backdrop for her coloring and brought her into stark relief. Her hair appeared shinier, and her eyes a more profound, brighter blue. He determined on the spot to have one of his rooms redone with the same color palate.

      Perhaps the receiving room or family parlor. Maybe he would wait until he discovered which room she preferred to spend the bulk of her time in. As she entered, he stood and gave her a bow.

      He secretly wished she was not so beautiful. His mother had been a beauty, according to most, but her inner self was anything but. He’d had the same experience with other beautiful women, too. He was confident of one thing—outer beauty did not equal inner beauty.

      God willing, that would not be the case where his intended was concerned. Giles could not bear it if Juliet turned out to be a nasty bit of fluff. He had no wish to spend the rest of his life as his parents had.

      In fact, he had always planned to wed a plain woman. One with a beautiful disposition, but not the sort that would capture every gentleman’s attention by merely being present in the space they occupied.

      He had even less of a wish to subject his—their future children to a childhood such as his had been. No child should grow up in the middle of a war waged between parents.

      It was not to be born.

      Giles would do all in his power to win Juliet’s affection and make their marriage one based on mutual respect and friendship, if not love. Anything else would be unacceptable to him, and he hoped for her as well.

      To that end, he had spent the morning preparing for this afternoon’s visit.

      He went to her and offered a smile before capturing her hand in his and dropping a kiss to her knuckles. “How do you fare this afternoon?” He asked with genuine interest.

      The ball had gone far into the night, ending only a few hours before dawn. He knew her feet had ached, and she’d been bone weary, for she’d told him as much. Furthermore, she’d had an emotional evening that he speculated had not ended with the ball.

      It certainly had not for him. He had been awake, struggling with their fate for hours after he returned home. Then he’d spent several more hours in fitful sleep. Dreams of the past haunted him as well as nightmares of what the future might hold. Giles awoke, feeling no more rested than he had when he’d fallen asleep.

      “I am well,” she said. “Do join me by the fire. Tea will arrive henceforth.”

      Giles nodded, then followed her over to the sofa and chairs situated around the hearth. She sat on the end of the sofa, and he sat beside her. He did not miss the slight stiffening of her shoulders. But neither did he regret encroaching on her space.

      He wanted her to grow used to his company—to welcome it, even.

      She turned her gaze toward a nearby window and frowned. “The snow is coming down rather fierce, is it not?”

      “Indeed, but this close to Christmastide, you’ll not hear me complain.”

      Her lips quirked the tiniest bit before she said, “Then you enjoy a white Christmas?”

      “Indeed, I do. It is my favorite holiday.” Giles smiled. “And what of you?”

      She met his gaze. “I find it pretty to look at, but it makes an awful mess of my hems.” She glanced down, then smiled. “Still, if given a choice, I would request at least a dusting during the holidays, for hems are easily dried.”

      He could not help but chuckle at her response. It showed a playful yet reserved nature. He would wager that she was great fun when she was not restricted by society’s mandates. It was a theory he would have to explore.

      Juliet continued speaking, “I too adore Christmastide. The traditions and good cheer warm one’s soul and give hope for the coming year.” She turned speculative, her eyes warming and a tiny crease forming in her brow.

      He could scarcely help but wonder where her mind had roamed. “You suddenly seem to be somewhere else.”

      She smiled, a small laugh escaping her closed lips as she averted her gaze for a heartbeat. “I was merely recalling Christmastide’s past.” She smoothed her skirts over her thighs, drawing his gaze to her limbs, then said, “Do you have fond memories of the holiday?”

      “My family is small… non-existent actually, but as a youth, it was one of the few times happiness ruled our home.” He instantly regretted his words. He’d not intended to give away so much so soon.

      “How sad.” She pulled in her lower lip and nibbled the plump bit of flesh, her eyes turning soft. “I mean, I am glad for the happiness you had, but sorry for the rest.”

      “It is nothing for you to fret over, darling. I much prefer to look to the future.”

      Before she could say more, a maid entered with their tea. Giles studied Juliet as she watched the maid set her burden on a nearby table. She had that look about her again. As if she were deep in thought and wished to say more. He would ask what was presently on her mind, but he feared she pondered his admission and wished to know why the rest of the year was not so happy for his family.

      “Is there anything else you require, my lady?” The maid asked.

      Juliet gave her a smile. “No thank you, Annie, that will be all.”

      So his soon to be duchess had a kind demeanor with servants. That boded well for their future. Hope built within him, for any lady who treated those of lesser station with kind regard must have a pleasant nature. He could not recall his mother or father ever thanking the retainers.

      After the maid backed from the parlor, Juliet rose and went to the tea tray. “How do you like your tea?”

      “Black,” Giles said. He watched as she removed her gloves before preparing their tea. She moved with practiced elegance and precision. Her own mother had undoubtedly prepared her for the role of hostess with hopes Juliet would make an excellent match.

      He accepted his teacup and took a small sip before bringing his gaze back to hers. “I called so that we might discuss our future. We have many things to determine.”

      She nodded, then exhaled a small breath.

      He waited for several heartbeats before deciding she would not be volunteering any opinions. Or, leastwise, she’d wait until he introduced the topics. Very well, Giles thought, he would lead the conversation.

      “Given the scandal we have caused…” He paused when she arched one pale brow. Clearing his throat, he rephrased, “Given the scandal I dragged you into, I
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