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      She doesn't need an escort. He doesn't want a ward. Aunt Eugenia apparently didn't care.

      When Miss Lydia Montague inherits a crumbling Devonshire estate, there's a catch: she cannot claim it without Maximilian Ashcombe, Duke of Hasting, escorting her there. Lydia finds the stipulation insulting. Maximilian finds Lydia impossible. They are both correct, and neither can afford to be.

      The road to Devonshire is longer than it looks. A tampered carriage, a pair of highwaymen, and a series of cryptic warnings from an unknown cousin are bad enough. What Lydia doesn't expect is the duke himself — not the cold, imperious creature London gossip described, but a man who watches starlight from rooftops, keeps his promises to dead women, and holds his composure with the white-knuckled effort of someone who hasn't decided whether to stay or run.

      She isn't making it easier.

      The estate holds secrets — a sealed east wing, a duplicitous solicitor, and a rival claimant determined to strip Lydia of everything her aunt chose to give her. But the battle for Rosecroft House may prove simpler than the battle unfolding inside the duke's carriage, where two people who want nothing from each other keep finding they want everything.

      One Duke of a Time is a Regency road trip romance with sharp banter, slow-burn tension that eventually catches fire, and two stubborn hearts that take the long way to love.
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      The Montague townhouse in London buzzed with genteel chaos. Housemaids hurried through lavender-scented corridors while Miss Lydia Montague stood in the drawing room, a solicitor’s letter clenched in her gloved hand.

      “A stipulation? From Aunt Eugenia!” She waved the page in the air. “A blasted stipulation? As though I were some frail ninny who cannot travel without a chaperone!”

      Lady Honora, her elder sister by twelve years, sighed from the chaise. “It is not uncommon, Lydia. Inheritances often come with conditions.”

      “Conditions,” Lydia snapped, pacing the drawing room, her crimson skirts swaying, “are for horses and debts, not for women with perfectly functional intellects.”

      Honora winced. “Do stop waving that about. You are wrinkling it.”

      She paused, the letter trembling in her hand, as her gaze drifted toward the tall windows. A vivid memory surfaced: Lydia at no more than ten, sitting cross-legged beneath a lilac tree while Aunt Eugenia spun tales of pirates and daring lady adventurers. She remembered ginger biscuits, chickens rustling in the grass, and Aunt Eugenia’s laughter. She had visited only a handful of times, but those moments had left their mark. Now Aunt Eugenia had left her a legacy, complete with strings, as if still nudging her from beyond the grave.

      Rules had always felt pretty, proper, and infuriating, like silk ribbon tied too tight around her wrists. Yet Aunt Eugenia’s letter remained warm from Lydia’s grip, tugging at a place beneath her bravado she would rather have ignored.

      It was not only the estate that tempted her. It was the promise of a life no one else could order for her, a place where her choices would not be softened, corrected, or tidied into something more acceptable. Lydia had spent years being indulged when she amused, scolded when she defied, and dismissed whenever she insisted she meant what she said. Aunt Eugenia, maddening even in death, had offered trust in the form of a challenge. That made the stipulation harder to despise, though Lydia was determined to try.

      Lydia halted before the fireplace. “Aunt Eugenia left me an estate, Honora. An actual estate. With a proper roof, tenants, ledgers, debts no one has been kind enough to explain, and a dowry sum that would make even your husband raise an eyebrow. And yet, I cannot claim any of it unless I am escorted to Devonshire like a wayward governess.”

      “At least it is not our uncle escorting you,” Honora muttered, lifting her teacup.

      Lydia narrowed her eyes. “No. Instead, I am to be accompanied by Maximilian Ashcombe, Duke of Hasting, and if the tales are true, an unrepentant rogue.”

      The name hung in the air.

      Honora’s spoon paused mid-stir. “The Duke of Hasting? The one with the jaw that could fell a lady at thirty paces?”

      “Yes, that one,” Lydia said, lacking any reverence.

      “But he is positively dour. Is he not the one who stared down the Prince Regent at some affair?”

      “Stared down, insulted, and left with his cravat untouched,” Lydia replied. “He is also reputed to have the charm of a wet boot and the temperament of a lion with a toothache.”

      “And yet,” Honora said, setting down her tea, “you are to spend several days traveling with him.”

      Lydia lifted her chin. “I shall be perfectly safe.” The claim rang hollow, not about the road and certainly not about him, but she would never admit it. The thought of Maximilian Ashcombe made something low in her stomach tighten, part dread, part curiosity, and she despised herself a little for not knowing which feeling was stronger.

      Honora raised an eyebrow. “From him, perhaps. But what of yourself?”

      Lydia did not answer.

      Two days later, the Montague butler announced, “His Grace, the Duke of Hasting.”

      Lydia rose from the window seat where she had been pretending to read. In truth, she had spent the better part of the morning picturing how much starch a man like the duke poured into his spine before breakfast.

      Maximilian Ashcombe did not disappoint. He entered tall and brooding, dressed in deep navy riding clothes. His boots gleamed. His cravat was immaculate. And his expression, when he saw her, hovered between mild annoyance and visible restraint.

      Lydia smiled sweetly and offered a curtsy. “Your Grace.”

      Maximilian bowed. “Miss Montague.”

      “How dutiful of you to arrive precisely on time.”

      “I find punctuality preferable to dramatics.”

      “Pity,” she murmured. “We do dramatics so well in this house.”

      He glanced at the floral upholstery, her sister’s needlework, and the framed sketch of a dog that had died three years ago. “I can see that.”

      She moved forward, the feather in her hair bobbing. “Will you sit? Or would you rather stand and glower a bit longer?”

      “Standing suits me,” he replied.

      She offered a slow smile. “How fortunate. I do adore a man who knows his strengths.” He smelled faintly of bay rum and leather.

      “And I adore a woman who knows when to retreat,” he said.

      “Then we are both doomed to disappointment.”

      His eyes narrowed a fraction.

      Honora cleared her throat from her spot near the fireplace. “Would you care for refreshment, Your Grace?”

      Maximilian inclined his head. “Thank you, no. I am only here to collect Miss Montague and begin our journey.”

      Lydia folded her arms. “So it is true, then. You view this as an errand.”

      He met her gaze squarely. “I view it as a promise to a dead woman. That is not the same thing.”

      The answer robbed her of the retort she had prepared.

      His calm irritated her. He looked as though he had already sorted her beside rain, bad roads, and tedious calls, all best endured without comment. Lydia tightened her grip on the letter. If there was anything warmer behind that maddeningly impassive expression, he had buried it deep.

      Maximilian, meanwhile, took in every detail she used as armor. The bright gown. The sharper smile. The polished mahogany curls that refused to lie meekly beneath the feather in her hair. The stubborn lift of her chin when any sensible woman might have softened her tone for a duke. He had expected irritation, perhaps vanity, perhaps a bored heiress eager to turn a legal errand into drama. Instead, Miss Montague looked at him as if he were an obstacle she fully intended to enjoy overcoming. It should have annoyed him. It did annoy him. It also made him far more alert than he wished to be.

      She arched a brow. “I see it as a grand adventure, of course. But then, I have imagination.”

      “And trunks, I presume.”

      “Five. Possibly six. And a hatbox. And the Dowager Countess of Marchweather, who has decided to accompany us, though I suspect she believes we are going on a seaside holiday rather than a legal expedition. She packed three trunks of shawls and a stuffed squirrel, so I fear the worst.”

      His sigh was audible.

      They stared at one another across the room. The clock ticked once. He stepped forward. Lydia lifted her chin and did not retreat.

      “Miss Montague,” he said in a voice carved from the same marble as his cheekbones, “I understand you dislike the terms of this journey. I assure you, I do as well. But I have no intention of being waylaid by frivolity or diversion.”

      She tilted her head. “That is a shame. I excel at both.”

      His mouth twitched. “Of course you do.”

      She took a step closer, the tips of her boots nearly brushing his. “Are you going to try and manage me, Your Grace?”

      He paused. Then, with an air of dry amusement, he said, “Miss Montague, attempting to manage you would be the height of arrogance. I knew your aunt well. She had the same fire, the same disregard for rules. She once prevailed upon me to help with a difficulty at her property in Devonshire. It seems I have not escaped her errands even now. She was adored by many, including my grandmother. It is part of the reason I agreed to this. It felt right to honor her wishes. But make no mistake, I intend only to endure you.”

      She grinned. “You will be wearied beyond endurance, then.”

      Their eyes locked, and something shifted. He reached for her gloved wrist, not forcefully but instinctively, as she swayed slightly closer to him.

      “Careful,” he murmured.

      “Of what?” She notched her chin.

      His gaze dropped to her lips before returning to her eyes. “Of proving me wrong.”

      She did not move. Beneath her glove, her pulse beat hard enough to betray her.

      One heartbeat passed. Then another.

      Lydia slowly extracted her wrist from his grasp. “I am packed,” she said lightly. “We shall leave in the morning, yes?”

      He nodded once.

      Honora watched from across the room, but Lydia’s attention stayed fixed on the duke’s mouth and the stern line he had drawn against temptation.

      She flashed him a sharp smile. “I do hope you are not easily scandalized, Your Grace.”

      He looked heavenward as if summoning patience, then cast a wary glance toward the hallway. “This is going to be a very long trip,” he muttered.

      “Touché.” She laughed.

      She did not know what lay ahead, but she was not afraid of where the road might lead. Aunt Eugenia had once told her, with a wink and a sip of brandy, that the best journeys began with a little defiance.

      Maximilian paused at the threshold as if one more warning might restore order. Instead, he found Lydia watching him with open challenge, the solicitor’s letter crushed slightly in one fist and a smile threatening to undo every stern instruction he had prepared. He had agreed to escort her because of Eugenia, because of duty, and because danger had a habit of finding old houses with disputed heirs. He had not agreed to be fascinated.

      “Until morning, Miss Montague,” he said.

      “Do try not to be scandalized, Your Grace,” she returned.
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      The duke’s carriage was elegant and uncomfortable, all plum damask and gleaming brass, with no thought given to ease. Lydia sprawled on the bench, her crimson skirts bleeding into the interior. Beside her, the Dowager Countess of Marchweather settled, sighed, and within moments fell asleep, lace cap askew, parasol clutched like a baton. Maximilian, Duke of Hasting, sat opposite, straight-backed, his navy riding coat and precise cravat creating a barrier of propriety between him and disorder.

      They had barely left the Montague townhouse before the mood inside the carriage soured. A delicate snore punctuated the duke’s movements as he extracted a fold of heavy parchment and consulted it with the focus of a surgeon facing a difficult decision.

      “We shall proceed via the Southwark Turnpike and then to Exeter by the main road. It is the swiftest route. There have been disturbances on the lesser roads.” He did not look up.

      Lydia made a sound of disgust. “How dreadfully unoriginal. Is it your policy to avoid any experience that smacks of novelty, Your Grace?”

      He folded the map carefully. The dowager murmured “nonsense” in her sleep and adjusted her shawl, undisturbed by strategy or scandal.

      Ignoring their chaperone, he met Lydia’s gaze and said, “It is my policy to avoid unnecessary delays.”

      “Unnecessary!” She twisted to look out the window at the congested streets of London. “You cannot possibly tell me you prefer the monotony of the highway to the wonders of the countryside. There is a detour through Little Whitchurch with views so spectacular that even the sheep would be inspired to poetry.”

      “I do not take advice from sheep,” Maximilian replied, “and neither should you.”

      She laughed, the sound echoing in the coach. “I will have you know I have taken advice from far less reputable sources.”

      “I do not doubt it.”

      She fixed him with a look. “You never laugh, do you?”

      “Rarely,” he said. “It encourages people.”

      She smiled mischievously, then braced one boot against the opposite bench as the carriage lurched over a deep rut. “Your Grace, what would happen if, for one brief hour, you allowed whimsy to dictate your actions?”

      He considered her in silence. “Society would collapse, I suspect.”

      She eyed the map in his gloved hand. “May I?”

      He hesitated, then passed it across, his fingers brushing against hers. The contact sent a prickle up her arm. Lydia looked at him, eyebrows raised, but he had fixed his gaze on a spot just above her head.

      She flattened the map on her lap, tracing a meandering blue line. “Here. If we detour at Little Whitchurch, we will arrive only, what, half a day later? But we will have three times the scenery and only a slight chance of highwaymen. Unless you are afraid to demonstrate your dueling skills?” She grinned with challenge.

      “My skills require no demonstration,” Maximilian said. “And I am responsible for your safety. I will not jeopardize it for a sketchbook.”

      Lydia pressed a hand to her chest. “You might consider that I am capable of protecting myself. How can you be so certain I am not the more dangerous companion?”

      His eyes slid to her. “Experience.”

      “I have been nothing but delightful. Admit it.”

      He didn’t, but the corners of his mouth twitched, and Lydia seized upon it as a victory.

      She leaned forward, elbows on her knees. “If you insist on this route, I demand at least one concession.”

      He sighed, resigned. “What is it?”

      “Provisions. If I am to be denied scenery, I will require adequate sustenance.” She propped her chin on her fist. “What did you bring?”

      He gestured to the sleek travel hamper between them. “Salted meats. Biscuits. Fruit. Brandy.”

      Lydia flipped the lid far enough to glimpse the orderly contents, including a compact pistol tucked beneath the flask and ginger, then arched a brow.

      She blinked. “Is that all?”

      “It is a journey, Miss Montague, not an embassy ball.”

      She rolled her eyes and flipped open the hamper. “You have neglected jam, pickles, clotted cream, and any number of civilized delights. Did you not bring tarts?”

      He looked genuinely perplexed. “Should I have?”

      Lydia pressed a hand to her temple. “Dear Lord, you intend to starve me into compliance. I suppose you have also forbidden singing and—” she snapped her fingers, “laughter.”

      “I would never forbid anything, Miss Montague,” Maximilian said, though the set of his jaw suggested otherwise. “I merely make recommendations against certain things.”

      She withdrew a wrapped biscuit and sniffed it suspiciously. “If you are trying to bribe me with this, you should know I am not above blackmail.”

      He folded his arms. “I am not above retaliation.”

      She snapped the biscuit in half, crumbs scattering onto her skirts. “I should have brought a companion with backbone.” She glanced at Lady Marchweather, blissfully unaware as she slept.

      “Perhaps you might have,” Maximilian replied, “if you had not terrorized every eligible escort in London.”

      She gaped, then grinned. “You have heard the tales, then.”

      “I have lived them.”

      After each retort, his cravat seemed to require his attention.

      She tilted her head, studying him. “If you are this tense before we have even left the city, you may not survive to Devonshire.”

      He opened the brandy flask and poured himself a judicious inch. “That is a risk I accepted the moment I agreed to this.”

      Lydia watched him over the rim of her biscuit, a small smile on her lips. She could not decide if he was the driest man she had ever met or merely very good at concealment.

      Lydia pretended to study the map, but her eyes kept lifting to Maximilian, to his hands and the way his attention returned to her mouth before he forced it away. The memory of his hand at her wrist in the Montague parlor unsettled her, which meant she had to confront it.

      She had known handsome men before. London was full of them, polished to a shine and trained to say pretty things that dissolved the moment one tested their meaning. Maximilian did not offer pretty things. He offered irritation, caution, and an attention so exact it felt more dangerous than flattery. When he looked at her, she had the unnerving impression that he saw every performance and remained, against his better judgment, interested in what lay beneath it.

      “Is wrist-grasping a family specialty?” she asked.

      He blinked, startled. “Pardon?”

      “You did it when we met and looked as though you meant to do it again just now.” She waggled her fingers.

      His gaze lingered on her hand before returning to her face. “I suppose I did. You seem to have that effect on people.”

      “Unnerving them?”

      “Disarming them,” he said, leaving her uncertain whether it was an insult or a compliment. Perhaps both.

      She folded the map and handed it back. “There, Your Grace. I have conceded the route at great personal cost. The least you can do is agree to a detour if I spot anything remarkable along the way.”

      He hesitated. “Within reason.”

      She leaned back, satisfied. “Everything I do is within reason. My reason, to be specific.”

      Lydia pressed her cheek to the window, watching the city fade into narrow lanes and sparse hedgerows. It was not the landscape she craved, but she resolved to make it interesting, even if Maximilian refused.

      As they rounded a bend, the carriage hit a rut the size of a badger’s sett. The jolt dislodged Lydia from her position, pitching her toward Maximilian. His arm shot out, steadying her.

      The dowager snorted awake, blinked at Lydia on the duke’s shoulder, and promptly dozed off again with a satisfied hum.

      Her shoulder pressed against his chest; his breath stirred the mahogany curls at her temple. His jaw locked near her cheek. His palm warmed her bare arm, and every movement drew her ribs against him in a rhythm far too intimate for a carriage.

      She ought to have righted herself immediately. Instead, some reckless part of her wanted to know how long his restraint would hold if she remained warm against his chest.

      “Easy, Miss Montague,” he murmured, not loosening his hold. “This road is less forgiving than one may think.”

      She twisted to see his face, chin tipped defiantly. “I prefer roads with character.”

      His eyes dropped to her mouth before he released her, every motion precise and deliberate.

      Back in her corner, she adjusted her skirts with exaggerated dignity. “If you find my company so hazardous, perhaps you should have had me tied to the bench like a bandbox,” she said.

      “I would have, had I anticipated the level of chaos,” he replied, smoothing his coat as if it, too, had been offended by the contact.

      Silence drew tight between them.

      It was Lydia who broke it, craning her neck to see what lay ahead. “Look! Up there by the oak tree. A party of musicians!”

      Sure enough, a motley group had set up a makeshift camp beside the road: two fiddlers, a woman with a tambourine, and a barrel-chested man attempting to coax a tune from a battered spinet strapped to a cart. The music was uneven but spirited. Lydia rapped on the carriage ceiling, signaling the driver to slow.

      Maximilian scowled. “Is there a reason for this detour?”

      “Of course,” Lydia replied. “We are in the country. It is expected that one mingles with the locals.”

      She exited the carriage before he could protest, her skirt lifted to clear the step, her boots landing with a satisfying crunch on the dirt. Maximilian followed more slowly, his posture conveying skepticism.

      Behind them, the dowager slept through the noise, her soft snores creating a steady rhythm.

      The musicians were delighted by the sudden appearance of nobility. The fiddlers launched into a jig, the woman with the tambourine offered a wink and a curtsy, and the man at the battered piano greeted Lydia with a bow that nearly toppled him.

      “Will you play for us, miss?” he asked, his voice bright.

      “Only if you can keep up,” she replied. In a move that would have scandalized every matron in London, Lydia tucked her skirts under and perched atop the instrument crate. Her fingers found a bold tune, and the others joined in. Laughter and melody filled the air.

      Maximilian stood in the carriage’s shadow, arms folded, but his gaze never left Lydia. He watched her play, her whole body bent to the instrument and her eyes shining, and felt, against his will, a twist of admiration. She was both captivating and magnetic.

      He noticed how the barrel-chested musician leaned closer, his hands hovering too near Lydia’s as they played a duet, his smile too eager. Maximilian’s jaw tightened.

      When the song ended, the musician clasped Lydia’s hand. “You have a rare talent, miss.”

      She laughed. “You should hear me when properly inspired.”

      The man’s eyes widened with understanding, and a hint of something else.

      Maximilian intervened, stepping forward. “Thank you for entertaining us. We must be on our way.”

      Lydia shot him a look but allowed herself to be ushered back to the carriage. The moment the door closed, she turned on him.

      “You are incorrigible,” she said, her voice low but furious. “Was I about to be abducted? Ravished in broad daylight?”

      He met her glare with calm. “I was protecting your reputation.”

      “Oh, hang my reputation,” she spat. “Do you think I care what a random fiddler says about me?”

      “Not everyone you charm means well,” Maximilian replied. “Your family entrusted me with your safety, and I will not disappoint.”

      “I have no need of a keeper.”

      He leaned in, his expression serious. “I do not wish to be your keeper. But I am bound, Miss Montague, to deliver you to Devonshire in the same condition in which I found you.”

      She shook her head. “You have no idea what condition you found me in.”

      His jaw ticked
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