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            Note from the Authors

         
         
            Dear Reader,

            Thank you for purchasing How the Dukes Stole Christmas. We hope it holds a special place on your keeper shelves.
            

            We are thrilled to share our holiday stories with you. When we first conceived of this anthology, we had so much fun collaborating
               and letting our favorite Christmas movies inspire us. It definitely put us into the holiday spirit and we hope these stories
               do the same for you. Also, please don’t miss the MacLean family shortbread recipe at the end!
            

            So, relax with a hot cup of tea and a cookie (shortbread, perhaps?) and read on to enjoy our four surly dukes.

            We promise, there’s magic inside.

            Happy reading,

            Tessa, Sarah, Sophie, and Joanna

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Meet Me in Mayfair

            Tessa Dare

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter One

         
         Christmas just wouldn’t be Christmas this year. A cloud loomed over the Ward sisters’ bedchamber, and it wasn’t the sort that
            dispensed glittering snowflakes. This would be their last holiday in Mayfair. That was, unless Louisa managed to work a miracle.
         

         
         Tonight.

         
         Thanks to her friendship with Miss Fiona Carville, she was invited to attend the Carvilles’ lavish holiday ball. If she managed to attract a gentleman tonight, and if said gentleman was both wealthy and generous, and if he fell sufficiently in love with her to propose marriage within the next two weeks—then and only then could Louisa save
            this Christmas, and all her family’s Christmases thereafter.
         

         
         No pressure, she thought wryly. None at all.

         
         She drew a deep breath and regarded her half-coiffed reflection in the mirror. She couldn’t afford to indulge her nerves.
            Not with flame-hot curling tongs mere inches from her scalp.
         

         
         “Here. Eat this.” Kat thrust a plate under Louisa’s nose.

         
         Without turning her head, Louisa arrowed a glance at the scorched, misshapen lump of . . . something. A cautious sniff made
            her stomach turn. Her youngest sister’s experiments in baking could be downright vicious. When you took a bite, they bit back.
         

         
         “It’s delicious,” Kat sang, waving the shortbread back and forth under Louisa’s nose.

         
         “It’s burned.”

         
         “Piffle. What’s a bit of brown on the edges?” Kat whisked around her, attacking from the opposite side. She held the plate
            in front of her mouth and mimicked a tiny, chirping voice coming from the shortbread. “Eat me, Louisa! Eat me!”

         
         “No, thank you.”

         
         “Let her alone, Kat.” Maggie leveled the curling tongs in warning. Although she was the middle sister, the role of family
            disciplinarian came naturally to her.
         

         
         Unfortunately, twelve-year-old Kat took just as naturally to the part of irrepressible hellion. She was not so easily deterred.

         
         “You must eat it, Louisa,” Kat said. “While I was packing the books into crates, I found the recipe in a moldy little collection of
            Scottish folklore. One bite, and every man you meet will fall in love with you. It’s guaranteed to make you irresistible.”
         

         
         “Guaranteed to make me vomit, I warrant.”

         
         “But this is our last chance,” Kat pleaded. “The whole family is depending on you.”

         
         Really. As if Louisa needed the reminder.
         

         
         Ages ago, their father had borrowed money from a generous friend—a friend who just happened to be a duke—to purchase the Mayfair
            row house they called home. For decades, the old duke had ignored the debt on account of their fast friendship. Then he’d
            died last year, suddenly and without warning, and the mysterious new Duke of Thorndale had called in Papa’s debt. He demanded
            not only the original amount, but also decades’ worth of compounded interest. Papa had sent letters to the Thorndale estate
            in Yorkshire, even swallowed his pride and visited the duke’s London solicitors, but no amount of pleading had persuaded the
            man to leniency.
         

         
         At the New Year, this house—their beloved home—would belong to a stranger.
         

         
         Kat thrust the shortbread at her again. “Just one bite. If you’re going to catch a husband at the ball, you need all the help
            you can get.”
         

         
         She sighed. “Thank you, poppet, for your faith in my desirability.”

         
         “Louisa would be an exceptional catch for any gentleman.” Maggie pulled a hairpin from her clenched teeth to secure one of
            Louisa’s chestnut-brown curls.
         

         
         And yet, she silently lamented, thus far the gentlemen had failed to agree.

         
         Louisa’s parents had raised her to believe in her own worth. She was clever, she loved to laugh, and she was pretty enough
            that Mama’s friends would occasionally comment on it—but she didn’t possess the kind of beauty that would make a man cross
            the room, much less convince him to overlook her “flaws.” She’d discouraged more than one would-be suitor with her free opinions
            and straightforward manner. In the Ward family, the three daughters were encouraged to read and learn and speak their minds
            in equal measure with their three brothers. A difficult habit to break.
         

         
         Tonight, she must try.

         
         If she could snare a wealthy husband—one sufficiently generous to pay Papa’s debts—the Ward family could remain in London.
            If she failed, they would be forced to leave within the month. Not to live in a charming cottage in the Cotswolds or a sleepy
            village in Surrey. Oh no. Papa’s sole employment prospect would take them to the Isle of Jersey, of all places.
         

         
         Jersey.

         
         It might as well be a thousand miles away.

         
         “I tell you,” Kat said, “this marrying scheme is balderdash. If I were the eldest, I’d be carrying out a different plan tonight.”

         
         Maggie sighed. “We’ve discussed this. Murdering the duke is not a plan.”

         
         “Of course it isn’t,” Kat replied. “Murdering the duke is an objective. A plan requires specifics. A concealed pistol. A hidden dagger. Poison-tipped darts.”
         

         
         “Shortbread,” Louisa suggested.

         
         In retaliation, Kat gave her arm a savage pinch.

         
         “Promise me one thing.” Maggie tied an emerald-green velvet ribbon at the base of Louisa’s neck. “If you’re invited to display
            an accomplishment tonight, please do not recite scandalous poetry.”
         

         
         “Byron isn’t scandalous. Well, not terribly.” Louisa reconsidered. “Very well, I’ll play the pianoforte.”
         

         
         Maggie winced. “Never mind. Recite the poetry. Keep to Milton or Shakespeare, at least?”

         
         “Milton, at a party? Good Lord.”

         
         “And don’t blaspheme.”

         
         With a sigh, Louisa rose from the dressing table and moved to the full-length mirror. She corrected her posture, smoothed
            the ivory satin of her gown with gloved hands, and spoke to her reflection. “I will carry myself with quiet grace. I will
            give every appearance of a docile, compliant bride. And I vow it, I will hold my tongue.”
         

         
         Kat flopped onto the bed with a groan. “We’re doomed.”

         
         Her little sister was right. In one way or another, Louisa was doomed. She had always expected to marry for love. To be courted
            by a gentleman who admired her for her mind and spirit, not despite them. A gentleman whose intelligence and principles deserved
            her admiration in equal measure.
         

         
         Someone who loved her for herself, not for what society wished her to be.

         
         It wasn’t a duke who’d be murdered tonight, but Louisa’s own hopes of a loving marriage. And the man holding the sword to
            her breast was the cruel, heartless Duke of Thorndale.
         

         
         Oh, how she loathed the man.

         
         Louisa glanced at the lump of burned shortbread. Perhaps she ought to give it a try, just in case. If some ancient Scottish
            superstition had even the slightest chance to save them, who was she to decline?
         

         
         Before she could reach for it, however, their younger brother Harold called up from the bottom of the stairwell. “Lou-EEE-saah!
            The Carvilles’ carriage is here for you.”
         

         
         It was time.

         
         “Try not to look so glum,” Maggie said. “It’s nearly Christmas.”

         
         “Lucky for us it is.” Kat propped her chin in her hand. “Because this family needs a miracle.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         Louisa’s pulse quickened as she entered the Carville House ballroom. How she would miss this—the lively music, the company
            of friends, the holiday scents of nutmeg and evergreen in the air. Most of all, she’d miss the atmosphere of excitement and
            possibility. There was nothing like a ball to make one feel alive.
         

         
         She prayed this ball wouldn’t be her last.

         
         As soon as they could safely escape, she and Fiona withdrew to a corner of the ballroom. Upon Louisa’s arrival, they’d exchanged
            the usual pleasantries. But with Lord and Lady Carville nearby, they hadn’t had an opportunity to properly talk.
         

         
         And oh, did Louisa need to talk.
         

         
         If this snag-a-suitor plan was to have any chance of success, she needed her friend’s help. As the daughter of a lord, Fiona’s
            connections were far superior. She could introduce Louisa to the most eligible wealthy gentlemen in attendance. Many of the
            landed gentry had gone to their country estates for the holidays, but the best of the rest would be present tonight. First
            sons, widowers, new-money families without country estates of their own. Surely some of the gentlemen would be in the market for a wife.
         

         
         “Fiona, please. I must beg your assistan—”

         
         Her friend clutched Louisa’s wrist. “He’s here.”

         
         Louisa blinked, confused. “Who’s here?”

         
         “Ralph. He’s here. I saw him just outside.”

         
         “Ralph? Surely you don’t mean Ralph-Your-Father’s-Land-Steward’s-Son Ralph.”
         

         
         A rosy glow brightened Fiona’s cheeks. “Yes, that Ralph. My Ralph.”
         

         
         Dear Fiona. As the son of her father’s land agent, Ralph was hopelessly beneath a lord’s daughter in class—but hearts didn’t
            obey society’s rules. The two had been in love for years.
         

         
         “This is our chance,” Fiona whispered. “We’re eloping tonight.”

         
         “Eloping?” In Louisa’s surprise, she forgot to lower her voice. After a hasty look about them, she continued in a murmur. “Why didn’t
            you tell me this?”
         

         
         “You’re my closest friend. But as much as I trust you, I didn’t dare let slip any hint of our plans. Not to anyone. Please
            don’t be cross with me. Tell me you understand.”
         

         
         “I could never be cross with you. And of course I understand.”

         
         Louisa understood better than her friend could know. She’d been keeping her own secrets from Fiona—namely her father’s dire
            financial situation and the Ward family’s likely departure from London. The first was too embarrassing to admit, and as for
            the second . . . She’d been so hoping that a miracle would save them.
         

         
         Her miracle was slipping away by the second. If Fiona left the ball, who would introduce Louisa to eligible gentlemen?

         
         “I need your help.” Fiona pressed her dance card into Louisa’s hand. “Please. Will you take my dances? Tell my partners I’ve
            retired upstairs with a headache. That way they won’t search for me and bring my absence to Mama’s attention. She’s too occupied
            with hostess duties to notice otherwise.”
         

         
         “But—”

         
         “Just until the midnight supper. Midnight is when the Royal Mail coach departs. It’s the fastest way to the Scottish border.
            Once we’ve left London, they’ll have no hope of catching us.”
         

         
         “Oh, Fiona.”

         
         “Don’t worry. Mama and Papa will forgive me. I know they will. They’ve always liked Ralph. And it’s nearly Christmas. Who
            can be angry at Christmas?” Fiona looked over her shoulder. “I must leave at once. He’ll be waiting on me.”
         

         
         “But—”

         
         But what? What could Louisa say to her friend? Throw away your own long-awaited happiness to give me a slim chance at my own? No. Of course not. “Go, then. Run to him. I’ll make excuses for you.”
         

         
         “What a good friend you are.” Fiona gave her a quick, fierce hug. “I only wish you could be at the wedding to serve as my
            maid of honor.”
         

         
         She smiled. “I demand to be godmother to your firstborn instead.”

         
         “Done.” With one last squeeze of her hand, Fiona slipped away.

         
         Once her friend disappeared, Louisa was left holding the full dance card. Dread crept through her veins. Fiona always made
            a habit of engaging the least eligible, most undesirable dance partners. No potential suitors. With her heart already given
            elsewhere, she’d been trying to avoid a proposal.
         

         
         Louisa looked down at the list. It proved even worse than she’d feared.

         
         The quadrille was promised to Mr. Younge, an aging widower with no plans to remarry. Fiona had given the country dance to
            a fourth son of an earl with no inheritance, destined for the clergy. And her third set belonged to Mr. Haverton—a dear man
            and “confirmed bachelor” who would have no interest in Louisa, nor indeed, any lady at all.
         

         
         After Mr. Haverton’s dances came the supper set, a waltz just before midnight. Fiona had promised to dance with . . .

         
         She peered hard at the name written in close, severe script.

         
         No.

         
         It couldn’t be. The man was all the way up in Yorkshire, wasn’t he?

         
         Louisa blinked hard and looked again, hoping the scrawled letters might have rearranged themselves in the meantime. Fate couldn’t
            be this cruel.
         

         
         The midnight waltz was promised to none other than—

         
         “His Grace, the Duke of Thorndale.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Three

         
         “His Grace, the Duke of Thorndale.”

         
         For a long moment, James didn’t move. To the assembly, he probably appeared haughty or displeased. In truth, he needed a moment
            to recognize the grandiose title as his.
         

         
         God, how he wished it wasn’t.

         
         He was never meant to be a duke.

         
         Never meant for London, never meant for the ton, never meant for restrictive tailcoats and pinching boots. He was too big, too rough-mannered, too impatient. He belonged
            in an oat field in the North Riding, his sleeves turned up to the elbow and his boots six inches deep in mud.
         

         
         St. John ought to have been here tonight. While James was learning how to manage his father’s land, his brother had been prepared
            to assume their uncle’s title through years of education and training in comportment. But St. John was dead, and James was
            the duke, and no amount of wishing or praying could change it. Lord knew he’d tried both.
         

         
         Get on with it, then.

         
         He’d avoided balls since arriving in Town, but the Carvilles were distant relations. Their invitation was one he couldn’t
            decline.
         

         
         He took a wineglass from a passing servant’s tray and downed the contents in a single, uncouth gulp. Already, he heard rumors
            buzzing around him, pricking at his skin like wasps.
         

         
         He had come to London for two—and only two—reasons. First, sorting out the estate finances. Second, suffering through his obligatory presentation at Court.
         

         
         He explained these two—and only two—reasons clearly, repeatedly, to anyone who asked.
         

         
         So, naturally, the entire ton had decided he was in London to find a bride.
         

         
         And they made certain he didn’t lack for candidates. Every marriageable lady he encountered flattered and fawned over him.
            They made excuses to take his arm and praised graces he didn’t have. They declared a long-held desire to live a stone’s throw
            from the barren Yorkshire moors. They’d been yearning for the rustic life, they all insisted. How charming it must be.
         

         
         He knew what they wanted. It wasn’t the country life, and it certainly wasn’t him—it was the title of duchess. To a one, they
            would have leaped into his carriage the following day with nary an idea of what they’d agreed to take on.
         

         
         And then, once they’d given him the requisite heir and spare, every one of them would have gone running back to London. If
            not to the other side of the world.
         

         
         He knew what happened when a delicate butterfly was carried to the windswept north. She flew south with the next migration.
            His own mother had proved the rule. Whatever starry-eyed courting had caught her in London, it faded when Northern reality
            dawned. And nothing in Yorkshire had been enough to make her stay.
         

         
         James hadn’t been enough to make her stay.

         
         Infatuation, romance—they had no place on his list, this year or any year. When he eventually married, he would only marry
            a woman he could trust. Someone who said what she meant, who would be loyal to her promises, and who understood what it would
            mean to share his life.
         

         
         While the musicians tuned their instruments, he withdrew to the side of the room and stole a glance at the inside of his left
            cuff, consulting the list of names he’d scrawled there. It was truly unjust that the ladies had dance cards, but the gentlemen
            were expected to recall their partners from memory.
         

         
         He’d specifically arranged his dances in advance, calling on the few families in London with whom his family claimed some
            sort of connection and asking whichever daughter or sister was conveniently present to reserve him a set. He didn’t want to
            find himself ambushed again, the way he had been at the Hadleigh party. How was he to know the man had nine daughters? He
            wouldn’t have dreamed a man could have nine daughters.
         

         
         James lumbered through the first few sets without incident. A miracle. Then again, those were the easy ones, the dances where
            everyone stood in two lines and moved with painful stodginess, and he could muddle through by watching the gentleman next
            to him.
         

         
         Next, the true test: the waltz.

         
         Fortunately, his partner was to be Miss Fiona Carville, his hosts’ daughter and his second cousin, thrice removed. Or was
            it his third cousin, twice removed?
         

         
         He scanned the ballroom. Miss Carville was a wisp of a young woman with coppery hair, if memory served. He would have to take
            care not to tread on her foot, lest he crush her toes to splinters.
         

         
         “Your Grace?”

         
         James turned on his heel. He found a young woman standing before him, and she certainly wasn’t Fiona Carville. Her hair wasn’t
            copper, but a glossy, rich chestnut brown. And though she was small of stature, there was nothing wispy about her whatsoever.
            She claimed the space she occupied, without apology.
         

         
         And by God, she was fair. Her features were appealing in a way that defied passive admiration. He found himself chasing down
            her beauty, his gaze roaming from a wide mouth to pink cheeks to dark eyes framed by even darker lashes. James couldn’t quite
            identify the source of her loveliness.
         

         
         Then again, where was the beauty of a Yorkshire moor? Hiding in a patch of sky? Behind a craggy rock or beneath a bit of heather?
            No. The effect came from all of it, all together. The way it made his chest expand. The way it scrubbed all worries from his
            mind.
         

         
         The way it took his breath away.

         
         “Your Grace.” She made a deep curtsy.

         
         He nodded in return. “I am at your service, Miss . . .”

         
         “Ward,” she said. “Miss Louisa Ward.”

         
         “Have we been introduced? I can’t place the name.” He was certain it wasn’t written on the inside of his cuff. If he’d met
            this young woman, he would recall her.
         

         
         “No. We haven’t been introduced.” Something tugged at her lips. A smile of sorts, or an attempt at one. More of a berry-pink
            curve with no feeling behind it. It set him on guard. He’d seen a great many of those thin, false smiles lately, and he was
            learning to despise them. Sincerity was rarer in London than Bengal tigers, he’d come to believe.
         

         
         He had a sinking feeling about Miss Louisa Ward.

         
         “I’m a friend of Miss Carville’s,” she said. “She’s retired with a headache, I’m afraid, and she asked me to take her dances.”

         
         And there it was. The transparent excuse. However, this particular maneuver was new.

         
         “How convenient,” he replied.

         
         “Convenient? That’s not the word I’d use to describe a friend’s illness.”

         
         “I simply meant it’s rather fortunate, isn’t it, that you would be unpartnered for this set and willing to step in for her.
            Rather a coincidence.”
         

         
         Too great a coincidence to be believed.

         
         Breathtaking or not, she was like all the others he’d encountered since arriving in London. Insincere, scheming, and angling
            for a chance at a duke. The only difference?
         

         
         For once, James was disappointed.

         
         “Miss Ward, I’m certain your friend is heartened to have your assistance, but there is no need to sacrifice your supper set
            for my benefit. I will release you, and you may choose a partner of your liking.”
         

         
         “Your Grace is most generous to suggest it, but—”

         
         “Truly, I insist.”

         
         The woman refused to take the hint. Instead, she dug the heels of her silk slippers into the parquet. “You don’t seem to understand,
            Your Grace. Miss Carville asked me to take her dances. I promised my friend, and I always keep my promises.”
         

         
         He nearly laughed aloud. In the middle of this brazen ruse, she would paint herself as loyal and honest? A fine joke, that.

         
         The music began. He didn’t suppose there was any way to escape this without creating a scene. Unpracticed as his manners were,
            even James knew that to walk away would be the height of ungentlemanly behavior.
         

         
         “Well, then.” With a sigh he didn’t attempt to suppress, he offered her his arm. “Shall we have it done with?”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Four

         
         As they joined the waltz, Louisa seethed in three-quarter time.

         
         Shall. We. Have. It. Done. With.

         
         The Duke of Thorndale had actually spoken those words. Aloud. To her. All of them, in that order, without a hint of irony.

         
         Really. Really.

         
         And of course he couldn’t place her name. Why should he know the name of a family he stood on the cusp of evicting from their
            home? He probably ruined so many lives, he couldn’t recall them all.
         

         
         An indignant growl rose in her throat. She wrestled it down.

         
         Louisa, you must control your emotions.

         
         Fiona’s future depended on this, she reminded herself. Nothing less could have convinced her to waltz with this callous, horrid
            man. Unjustly enough, his outward appearance didn’t reflect the man inside. Which was to say, he lacked horns, a forked tongue,
            and festering boils.
         

         
         He was, much as it pained her to admit it, handsome. Not overly so. His looks were less tufted velvet armchair and more country
            church bench. Solidly crafted and made to age well over decades. His brown hair was a touch overgrown, curling behind his
            ear. Had he no valet to tell him it needed cutting?
         

         
         He caught her staring. She wanted to disappear.

         
         The next quarter hour stretched before her like a sentence of fifteen years’ hard labor. Worse, afterward he would take her
            in to supper and attend her throughout the meal.
         

         
         Unless, that was, he showed his true colors before the entire assembly and abandoned her with no regard for ballroom etiquette.
            She wouldn’t put it past him. He wasn’t making the slightest attempt to converse with her, merely pushing her about the ballroom
            like a mulish schoolboy forced into dancing with his sister.
         

         
         After a seemingly endless silence, she couldn’t hold her tongue any longer. She perked and said brightly, “Why, yes. I am enjoying the evening. Thank you so much for asking, Your Grace.”
         

         
         “I didn’t ask anything.”

         
         “Precisely.” Louisa sighed. “A bit of conversation is typical in such settings, no matter how perfunctory.”

         
         “Yes, I suppose you have the usual questions for me. All the ladies do. ‘Is it true I’ve inherited half the North Riding?
            Do I mean to marry this year? How do I find London?’ I’ll spare you the trouble of asking. No to the first, no to the second.
            As for Town, I find I detest it.”
         

         
         “Detest it? That’s a rather harsh judgment.”
         

         
         “It’s an accurate one. The place is rife with scheming and rumor. Every encounter is composed of innuendo and pretense. No
            one says what they truly mean.”
         

         
         Louisa was suppressing several of her own true opinions at that moment. “What a pity you’ve formed such a poor opinion of
            London society. Perhaps you should be meeting different people.”
         

         
         He gave her a withering look. “No doubt.”

         
         Insufferable man.

         
         When the dance began, Louisa had harbored a sliver of hope that the duke might prove more generous in person than he had been
            in correspondence. Perhaps she could explain her family’s situation and persuade him to give her father a reprieve.
         

         
         That hope had been foolish, clearly. The duke was not more generous in person. He was worse. Imperious, arrogant, inflexible.
            And proud of it.
         

         
         “You’ve grown quiet,” he said. “Has my honesty shocked you, Miss Ward?”

         
         “To the contrary, Your Grace. I’m not shocked by you in the least.”

         
         “Good. I wasn’t raised to tell falsehoods.”

         
         What was he insinuating? “Neither was I. And I’ll thank you to not insult my parents with the suggestion. They are the best
            of people. Kind and decent. They don’t deserve your scorn, nor your—” Louisa bit her tongue so hard she tasted blood. “Kindly
            forget I suggested conversation. There’s no need for it.”
         

         
         “I concur.”

         
         “We’ve nothing in common, and little to discuss.”

         
         “Agreed.”

         
         “After all,” she went on, “it’s not as though either of us wishes to establish an acquaintance.”

         
         “I—” He cut off abruptly and peered down at her. “Wait. You said you don’t wish to establish an acquaintance.”
         

         
         Louisa wasn’t sure how she could possibly be clearer. “After this dance concludes, I doubt we shall ever see one another again,
            and I imagine we will be equally relieved.”
         

         
         He stared at something across the room. “Interesting.”

         
         She laughed a little. “Something interesting? In London? How shocked you must be.”
         

         
         “Indeed.” He tilted his head. “You see, I thought I would be relieved to part ways with you. Suddenly, I’m reconsidering.”
         

         
         Now Louisa was the shocked one. Reconsidering? What on earth could that mean?

         
         She was saved from having to puzzle it out. The dance finally—finally—twirled to an end.
         

         
         The duke made a rough bow. Louisa curtsied with relief. The ordeal was over.

         
         Or it would be over, as soon as he released her hand. Which he showed no intention of doing.
         

         
         Instead, he nodded toward the dining room. “Allow me to escort you in to supper.”

         
         “Thank you, no.”

         
         The guests would notice her absence, but Louisa would make some excuse. A torn hem, or a need for fresh air.

         
         She could still salvage the evening. This was the final set she’d promised to take for Fiona. Surely other gentlemen would
            notice her now that she’d danced with a duke. She wouldn’t lack for partners the rest of the night. It gave her some satisfaction
            to think the Duke of Thorndale would be doing her a favor, unwittingly.
         

         
         Despite everything he threatened to take from her, she was stealing something back.

         
         Maybe all wasn’t lost.

         
         “If not supper,” he said, “save me another dance.”

         
         Another dance? Louisa was astonished. After a moment, she laughed, painfully aware of how girlish and nervous she sounded.
            “You don’t want that.”
         

         
         “I know what I want.” His intense gaze pinned her slippers to the floor.

         
         The other couples had gone in to supper, leaving them alone in an empty ballroom. A cavernous space, with nowhere to hide.
            Only the servants remained, clearing away the drained punch bowls and picked-over trays of sweets.
         

         
         And still, the duke had not released her hand. “I’ve been in London nearly a month, and I’m starved for honest conversation.”

         
         If he was starved for honesty, Louisa could have offered him a heaping plate. She would have loved to gut him with sharp words
            for calling in forgotten debts and excoriate him for his callous treatment of his uncle’s dear friend. But if she started,
            she wouldn’t know how to end—and she couldn’t afford to cause a scene.
         

         
         “Your Grace,” she said quietly, “perhaps your recent arrival in Town has left you unaware of social custom. A gentleman does
            not ask a lady for two sets in the same evening. Not unless he intends to . . .” Not unless he intends to propose. The words were too absurd to speak aloud. “People will talk.”
         

         
         “I don’t care what people say.”

         
         “It’s all very well for a duke to shrug off gossip, but a young unmarried gentlewoman does not have that luxury.”

         
         “Surely a young unmarried gentlewoman would only be elevated by a duke’s attention.”

         
         He left her no excuse but the bluntest one. “I don’t want to dance with you,” she said through gritted teeth. “I find you insufferable and arrogant. You say you detest London? Well,
            I detest people who detest everything.”
         

         
         “Hold a moment. I never said I detest everything.”
         

         
         “I suppose you don’t. You clearly have a high opinion of your own character. You believe yourself above everyone in the room.”

         
         “Not above them. Merely apart from them. I don’t belong in this place. I’ve no patience for empty pleasantries.”

         
         “That explains why you skipped over them and went straight to unpleasantries.” She tried to master her anger, with little
            success. “You insulted not only me, but my friend, my family, and the place I call home. As for your attentions, there are
            doubtless many young ladies here who’d eagerly queue up to experience this dizzying ‘elevation’ you describe. I am not one
            of them.”
         

         
         He regarded her for a long moment. “I believe that you aren’t.”

         
         “I’m glad we understand one another.” She tried to slide her hand from his.

         
         He held her in place. “Wait.”

         
         She stared at their linked hands, baffled. His grip was firm. Not so firm as to be controlling, but strong enough to communicate
            resolve.
         

         
         When he spoke again, his manner was entirely different. Not stiff and disapproving, but open and familiar. “Listen, we’ve
            begun all wrong, and that’s my fault. You are correct. I treated you abominably, to my regret and my shame. But if you grant
            me another dance, I promise to behave myself. Or at least, to misbehave in different ways.”
         

         
         A half smile played about his lips. One that made distressing hints at warmth and humor.

         
         No, no. Thorndale wasn’t warm. He wasn’t amusing. He was a villain with a heart of ice. A cruel, unforgiving man who meant
            to take her family’s house—sagging floors, worn carpets, and all—out from under their feet.
         

         
         “Your Grace, I don’t—”

         
         “You say you want nothing to do with me. Strange as it must sound, that makes me want to know everything about you. I can’t
            speak for the strutting peacocks of Mayfair, but I appreciate a woman who speaks her mind.”
         

         
         Please don’t say that.

         
         Louisa’s chest squeezed. Those were the words she’d been longing to hear—from any other man in England.

         
         She had to leave. He had her utterly flustered. She needed to hide, compose herself, and return to the ballroom ready to be
            someone different. A demure, compliant lady who could catch the interest of a marriageable gentleman.
         

         
         “The retiring room,” she stammered. “My air is torn. That is, I need some fresh hem. I can’t—” She swallowed hard. “I just
            can’t do this.”
         

         
         She tugged hard, yanking her hand from the duke’s, then made a drunken spin in her quest to escape. Her flight was impeded
            by an unsuspecting manservant bearing a cut crystal bowl half emptied of its contents.
         

         
         Its red, sloshing, liquid contents.

         
         As she and the servant collided, Louisa caught the scents of cloves and cinnamon and claret. Mulled wine.

         
         The wave of red crashed upon the white shores of her gown. And her hopes of a Christmas miracle drowned.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Five

         
         Damn and blast.

         
         James had seen it coming. He’d reached to catch her by the shoulders and draw her back before the wine made its inevitable
            cascade.
         

         
         Unfortunately, he’d been an instant too late.

         
         The panicked servant mumbled something about fetching bicarbonate of soda before fleeing the scene.

         
         James turned Miss Ward to face him. She stood frozen with shock, lips parted and eyes unfocused. A red droplet caught in her
            eyelash, then quivered and fell, trickling down her cheek. He whipped out his handkerchief and attempted to blot the dark
            liquid soaking into her gown. He only succeeded in smearing the wine about. No amount of bicarbonate of soda would remove
            this stain.
         

         
         Miss Ward stiffened beneath his hand.

         
         James realized that in his efforts to remove the stain, he’d been vigorously patting her bosom. God, he was a lumbering ox.
            This was why he belonged in an oat field, rather than a ballroom.
         

         
         What would a proper duke do in this moment?

         
         Damned if he knew. Anything else, he supposed.

         
         “Right.” He wadded up the handkerchief. “Which apology should I start with? The wine or the groping?”

         
         “Don’t bother with either of them.” She took his handkerchief and dabbed at her gown.

         
         “Then allow me to help.”

         
         “There’s nothing to be done. I’ll have to go home.”

         
         “If you give me your dance card, I’ll make excuses to your other partners.”

         
         “I don’t have any other partners. And it wouldn’t matter if I did. It’s over.” She stared numbly at her gown. “It’s all over.”

         
         “There will be other balls.”

         
         “Not for me.”

         
         James sincerely doubted that would be the case. She was much too pretty and lively to sit home alone. “Did you arrive with
            your family?” he asked.
         

         
         “The Carvilles sent a carriage for me.” She put her fingers to her temple and muttered a mild oath. “They’re busy hosting
            supper. I don’t want to trouble them.”
         

         
         “I’ll call for my own carriage, then.”

         
         “But—”

         
         “I insist.”

         
         She exhaled with resignation. “Very well. I don’t seem to have any alternative.”

         
         “Is there someone to accompany you? A companion, a chaperone.”

         
         She shook her head.

         
         “What about Miss Carville?”

         
         “She can’t.” Her reply was swift, sharp. “She’s taken ill, remember?”

         
         “Yes, of course. A headache.” James winced, recalling his rudely expressed skepticism. Neither Miss Carville nor Miss Ward
            had deserved his scorn. “If there’s no one to accompany you, I’ll see you home myself.”
         

         
         Her eyes flared with alarm. “You can’t. We can’t.”
         

         
         “No one will notice we’ve gone.”

         
         “Of course they will notice we’ve gone,” she hissed. “This is London society. People here live to notice such things.”
         

         
         He steered her back into the entrance hall. “Calm yourself. I’m not going to try anything untoward.”

         
         “If you did try something untoward, you would regret it. I have three brothers. I know how to throw a punch.”

         
         “Warning received. And heeded.” James smiled to himself. The more she challenged him, the more intrigued he became. He wasn’t
            afraid of a few prickly edges. In his experience, the thorniest flowers were usually the ones most worth picking. “Where’s
            your cloak?”
         

         
         “The servants took it when I arrived.”

         
         “No matter.” He shook off his tailcoat and wrapped it about her slender shoulders.

         
         “You don’t have to do this.”

         
         “Oh, but I do.” He tugged the lapels, drawing the coat tight. “You might know all about London society, Miss Ward, but you
            don’t know me. When responsibility falls into my hands, I see matters through. Rest assured, your honor will remain intact.
            I’ll whisk you home, return before they’ve even finished supper, and explain to Lady Carville afterward.”
         

         
         “But—”

         
         “Anyone who dares to draw salacious conclusions will answer to me.” Her gown and her evening had already been ruined. He’d
            be damned if he’d allow her reputation to be ruined, too. “And I’ll make the situation clear to your father, if that’s your
            concern.”
         

         
         “My father?” Her head jerked in surprise. “You mean to speak with my father?”

         
         “Of course I do. If I’m delivering a young, unmarried woman home, I could scarcely do otherwise. Do you expect me to merely
            slow the team and heave you out onto the pavement as the carriage rolls past? Even I’m not that ill-mannered.”
         

         
         She studied him. “I suppose you’re right. No one’s that horrid. Not even you.”

         
         James was vaguely aware of the insult, but his attention was occupied elsewhere. She held the two sides of his coat together
            with one hand, and her middle fingertip worried a single brass button. Tipping it back, then forth, and then back and forth
            again. A subtle, unconscious gesture on her part, but one that set continents shifting in his chest. Somehow his mouth watered
            and his tongue dried simultaneously.
         

         
         He’d promised he wouldn’t try anything untoward. He hadn’t said anything about not wanting to. If kissing her was anything like conversing with her, it
            would drive him mad in multiple ways.
         

         
         After a pause, she straightened. “Very well, then.”

         
         Well, hark the herald angels sing. It had taken her long enough.
         

         
         James escorted her out into the brisk, wintry night. The carriage wasn’t standing at the ready. It wouldn’t be, only halfway
            through the ball. He led her down to the corner and around to the mews, where the horses and carriages waited. There, they
            faced down an endless row of black coaches. In this lighting, they all looked identical.
         

         
         Damn it.

         
         James shuffled forward in the dark, inspecting the side panel of each carriage they passed.

         
         Miss Ward hunched next to him. She whispered, “Why are we creeping along like this?”

         
         “I’m looking for my coach.”

         
         “You don’t know what your coach looks like?”

         
         “Of course I know what my coach looks like. It looks like a dashed coach. Black, wheels, sides, doors. At home, it’s the only
            one for miles around. I’ve never needed to sort it out from a crowd.” He moved on to the next carriage. “I’m searching for
            the one with the Thorndale crest.”
         

         
         “I’ll help. What does the crest look like?”

         
         James tried to remember. Was it two lions? A lion and a dragon? Good Lord, the crest could have featured a pat of sheep dung,
            for all he knew. “I’m not certain.”
         

         
         “What kind of duke doesn’t know his own crest?”

         
         “The kind of duke who was never supposed to be a duke at all,” he grumbled. “That’s what kind.” James often felt out of his
            element these days, but he seldom felt quite this stupid.
         

         
         She tugged on his sleeve and pointed. “That must be it.”

         
         He squinted. Yes, that one was his. He recalled it now. No lions, no dragons, no sheep dung. Just roses. Three of them, intertwined.
            “How did you know?”
         

         
         She shrugged. “Roses, Thorndale . . . They go together.”
         

         
         Fortunately, his team was hitched—and impatient, judging by how the carriage jostled on its springs. Unfortunately, the driver
            was nowhere to be found.
         

         
         “Where’s the coachman?” she asked.

         
         “God knows.” Annoyed, James set his jaw. “I’ll go in search of him. Wait in the coach. You’ll be warmer inside.”

         
         He reached for the door latch and flung it open, preparing to hand Miss Ward into the cab. However, when he pulled the door
            open wide, they were met with a startling sight—a bare arse, humping enthusiastically between a pair of fleshy female thighs.
         

         
         “Close the bloody door,” the humping arse’s owner shouted. “I told you, you’ll have your turn at her next.”

         
         Beneath him, the unseen woman moaned with feigned delight. “Ooh. Ooh. Come to me, you magnificent stag.”

         
         James shut the door.

         
         Good God. He blinked at his hand on the door latch, not knowing how to look at Miss Ward. He’d coaxed her away from the ball alone,
            vowing not to damage her reputation. And less than five minutes later, he’d led her skulking down a darkened alleyway and
            exposed her to a bawdy scene that would no doubt leave her shocked, confused, and possibly scarred for life.
         

         
         “Oh goodness.” Behind him, she broke into giddy laughter.

         
         Perhaps she was not quite scarred for life, then. The tightness in his chest eased. His anger, however, did not abate. James
            didn’t know how a proper duke would handle this situation, but the rough-mannered Northerner in him had a few ideas.
         

         
         “Kindly face the other direction, Miss Ward.” He turned her by the shoulders to face a brick wall. “And cover your ears, if
            you will. Matters are about to get ugly.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Six

         
         When the Duke of Thorndale issued his command, Louisa promptly disobeyed it. Not only did she not cover her ears—she turned to peek over her shoulder, too. She wasn’t going to miss out on whatever “ugly matters” might happen
            next.
         

         
         “Get the fuck off her.” The duke reached into the carriage and yanked the coachman out by the collar of his livery, tossing
            him to the ground the way laborers slung bushels of coal. “What the devil do you think you’re doing, you rutting swine? And
            in my coach, no less.”
         

         
         The coachman’s lady love slipped out of the carriage, gathered her rumpled clothing about her, and scurried off down the alleyway.
            Louisa hoped the woman had demanded her fee in advance.
         

         
         “Y-Your Grace.” The man scrambled to right himself and hike his lowered breeches—two activities that did not lend themselves
            to being accomplished simultaneously. “Let me explain. I . . . We was just—”
         

         
         The duke only had to nudge him with the toe of his boot to send him sprawling on his bare backside again. “What you’re doing
            is getting out of my sight, you reeking bastard. I advise you not to return. It won’t go well for you.”
         

         
         The coachman stumbled off, holding his breeches up with one hand and clutching his aching ribs with the other. Louisa struggled
            not to laugh.
         

         
         Then the duke turned, and she whipped her head around so as not to be caught spying. As she did, her cheek grazed the fine
            wool of his tailcoat. The warmth was a welcome balm for the air’s frosty bite—and oh, the coat smelled heavenly. Not of any
            cologne or fussy pomade, but simply of soap and the night wind. The scent of a man’s embrace when he came home from a journey
            in cold weather, charging through the door red-cheeked and stamping his boots.
         

         
         Drat. She had to stop thinking like this. She didn’t want to accidentally like him, in even the smallest degree.
         

         
         He peeled off his gloves and tossed them into the cab. “At this rate, I’ll owe your father a great many explanations.”

         
         Yes, Thorndale owed Papa a great many explanations, indeed. Such as why he’d so cruelly called in their debt, with years upon
            years of interest, ignoring the wishes of his own uncle. And when the duke delivered her home, he would be forced to enter
            their house and confront the kindhearted, honest man whose entreaties he’d ignored for months. Then he could offer whatever
            weaselly excuses and explanations he wished. In person.
         

         
         “I’ll have to find another carriage to take you home,” he said. “I’m not placing you in a cab that’s been defiled that way.
            It smells like cheap scent and the pox.”
         

         
         “We can take a hackney,” she said.

         
         “A hackney? I’m not taking you home in a hackney.” He made an impatient noise. “Surely we can do better than that.”
         

         
         She stiffened. “A hackney is how I usually travel. My family doesn’t keep a coach and team. I know you’re a wealthy duke.
            One who doesn’t have to worry about the costermonger’s bill coming due. But not every family in London is so fortunate. My
            father is a third son. No inheritance. He’s done better for us than anyone could expect. I’m not ashamed of my family or our
            circumstances.”
         

         
         “That’s not what I meant.” He put his hand on her lower back, brusquely guiding her down the alley. “We should do better than
            a hackney because you deserve better, after this farce of an evening. That’s all.”
         

         
         “Oh.” Well, with that she would not argue. Her entire family deserved better treatment from his quarter.

         
         “I’m a second son myself,” he went on as they ambled down the alleyway. “I wasn’t raised with the promise of an inheritance,
            either. In fact, I had no expectations beyond the life of a gentleman farmer, until . . .” His voice trailed off.
         

         
         “Until your brother died,” she finished for him.

         
         If he was a second son, and now he was the duke, that must mean he’d lost an older brother. Perhaps that fact shouldn’t pull
            at her heart, but it did. People died. Most of her friends had lost a sibling, if not two—some in infancy, some later. But
            the Ward family had been blessed with good fortune, and Louisa had never known that pain. She couldn’t imagine the desolation
            of losing one of her beloved brothers or sisters. She wouldn’t wish it on her worst enemy.
         

         
         The duke was her worst enemy, and her heart ached for his loss anyway.
         

         
         She allowed her arm to touch his. “I’m so sorry.”

         
         A brusque nod was his only reply.

         
         Louisa was left to wonder how grown men found the smallest words the most difficult ones to say. “Thanks,” “please,” “sorry” . . .
            From the way their tongues tripped over the syllables, you’d think those words were Latin names for species of exotic fungi.
            When it came to “love,” some of them lost the power of speech altogether.
         

         
         They reached the main thoroughfare at the other end of the alley. A few hackneys passed by, but none of them slowed at Thorndale’s
            signal.
         

         
         “At this time of night, I suppose they will all be occupied,” she said.

         
         “There must be something.” He pushed his hand through his dark hair, dislodging a flurry of white crystals.

         
         “Oh,” Louisa breathed. “It’s snowing.”

         
         She raised her arm and watched as twirling snowflakes came to land on the dark sleeve of his tailcoat. The sight sent an irrepressible,
            childlike happiness through her. She’d always loved snow. They seldom saw it in London this time of year.
         

         
         She arrived at a sudden decision. “I’ll walk home.”

         
         “What?”

         
         “Truly, you’ve made every attempt at gallantry. I’ll release you from the rest of it. You should return to the ball. You will
            leave the rest of your partners—and their mothers—disappointed indeed. Never mind me. I can walk on my own.”
         

         
         Louisa truly could have walked home on her own. She knew Mayfair. She loved Mayfair. A walk through falling snow would be a bittersweet farewell
            to the place she’d always called home.
         

         
         However, a solitary stroll wasn’t quite what she was angling for at the moment.

         
         “Walk on your own?” he echoed. “Don’t be absurd.”

         
         “My house isn’t so very far from here.”

         
         “I don’t care if it’s a distance of ten paces,” he said with gruff impatience. “I won’t allow you to walk home unaccompanied.”

         
         Oh, I know you won’t. In fact, I’m counting on it.

         
         “But, Your Gra—”

         
         “Stop arguing. I told you, when I’m decided, I am decided.” He took her by the wrist and drew her arm through his. “If you
            insist on walking, I’m walking with you.”
         

         
         She sighed theatrically. “If you insist.”

         
         Inwardly, she cheered at the small triumph. She curled her fingers over the crisp linen of his shirtsleeve. His forearm was
            hard as rock, but perhaps there was softness in him somewhere.
         

         
         Like Papa, Thorndale was a younger son. He’d known the pain of loss. He had some measure of generosity in his character. Of course, offering a lady his coat was one thing, and forgiving a debt of several
            thousand pounds was quite another. But even though he had refused her father’s written petitions, maybe—just maybe—the duke
            might be persuaded to reconsider face-to-face. It was almost Christmas, after all.
         

         
         Knowing his poor opinion of London ladies, Louisa didn’t dare explain the situation and plead with him outright. If she tried,
            Thorndale would think their ballroom meeting was some kind of ruse. He would accuse her of lying and scheming to achieve her
            own ends.
         

         
         But if she could make him understand, in even the smallest part, what their home meant to the family, and what Mayfair meant
            to her . . . Perhaps by the end of their walk, when he met with Papa, his stony heart might be moved.
         

         
         Perhaps.

         
         Louisa knew she was piling all her eggshell-fragile hopes into one last duke-shaped basket. But this was her only remaining
            strategy. She couldn’t give up without trying, no matter how small the odds.
         

         
         From the outset, she had known it would be tonight, or never.

         
         Well, tonight wasn’t over.

         
         Not quite yet.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Seven

         
         For once, the city was quiet. Empty. Cold swept through the streets like a broom, leaving the air clear and fresh. No fog
            or choking soot.
         

         
         Looking around, James could almost deem this small corner of London pretty.

         
         Then again, perhaps it only seemed pretty because Miss Louisa Ward was nearby.

         
         As they walked, James found his gaze drawn to her, no matter how he attempted to train his eyes elsewhere. He couldn’t help
            himself. The chill made pink cheeks pinker, red lips redder, and bright eyes brighter. She’d looked fetching in the ballroom,
            but now he felt dangerously close to . . .
         

         
         Fetched.

         
         He gave himself a little shake.

         
         She glanced at him. “Do you want your coat back?”

         
         “No.” James recoiled at the mere suggestion. He’d eat a Christmas dinner of pickled slugs before asking a lady to return his
            coat. “What kind of gentleman do you take me for?” After a moment’s pause, he added, “Don’t answer that.”
         

         
         “I only asked because you’re shivering.”

         
         “I am not shivering.”

         
         “Oh please. It’s cold. There’s no shame in saying so. No use denying it, either.” She ran her gloved fingers over his exposed
            wrist, where every last one of his hairs stood on end. “I can feel your gooseflesh.”
         

         
         That’s not from the cold, love. “I’m a North Yorkshire man. This is tropical for me. What I can’t comprehend is why you want to walk home in this weather.”
         

         
         “It’s my last chance to enjoy Mayfair in the snow.”

         
         “Does that mean you’re leaving London for the remainder of the winter?”

         
         “I am leaving London for the foreseeable future. Perhaps forever.”

         
         Forever?

         
         That was quite a word to leave dangling without explanation, but James wasn’t the sort to pry. He despised gossip. Unless
            she chose to share them, her private family matters should remain precisely that—private.
         

         
         “I’m envious,” he said.

         
         “How could you be envious? If I had your means, I should never leave London.”

         
         He scowled. “What can you find to like about it? It’s filthy, it’s crowded, it smells. One can’t see the sky. I can scarcely
            breathe—not in the streets, nor in a ballroom. My only purpose in coming was to complete some business. I have a few properties
            to sell, a few matters to settle. Then I can go home to Yorkshire having rid myself of all ties to the place. I intend to
            leave this city without looking back. I could never feel easy here.”
         

         
         Perhaps he should reconsider that last part of his statement. He was feeling easier by the moment. It was a relief to unburden
            himself of his thoughts, after weeks of being polite.
         

         
         “You only hate London because you don’t know it,” she said. “It’s more than balls and parties and teas. So much happens. Museums,
            parks, concerts, the theater. To judge the city so meanly on so little experience . . . Well, it’s stubborn and ignorant.”
            She bit her lip. “I warned you, I was raised to speak freely.”
         

         
         “Yes. That’s why I’d rather be here with you than back in the Carvilles’ ballroom.”

         
         “In my experience, most gentlemen don’t appreciate a lady who voices contrary opinions.”

         
         “In my experience, ladies of the ton don’t offer opinions, contrary or otherwise. You can’t imagine how much ‘oh yes, Your Grace’–ing I’ve endured in recent weeks.
            It’s driven me mad with boredom. When everyone hops to agree with you, conversation is dull indeed.”
         

         
         “I suppose I’m never boring, at least.”

         
         He chuckled. “Certainly not that I’ve seen.”

         
         She lapsed into silence, and he took the opportunity to gaze at her. As many glimpses as he’d stolen, he was becoming a habitual
            thief. Every time they passed under a streetlamp, her skin glowed like a Dutch artist’s masterpiece.
         

         
         “So you claim to appreciate argument,” she said, “but are you open-minded? Are you willing to let your opinion be swayed?”

         
         “On rare occasion,” he admitted grudgingly. “But only when presented with sound reasoning and compelling evidence.”

         
         “That’s settled, then.” Her chin lifted. “I’m going to present my most compelling evidence, make my soundly reasoned argument—and
            prove that you’re wrong about London.”
         

         
         “How do you mean to do that?”

         
         “I’m going to give you a tour of Mayfair. Tonight.”

         
         “What? No.” He drew to a halt and planted his boots on the snow-dusted pavement. “I am delivering you home at once. It’s already
            grown unforgivably late.”
         

         
         “No, it’s perfect. This might be my last chance to see the places I love.” She arched an eyebrow, and a smile touched her
            lips. “Besides, you can’t take me home if I haven’t told you where I live.”
         

         
         Damn and blast. She had him there.
         

         
         He didn’t know their destination, and honor wouldn’t allow him to abandon her. If she wished, she could drag him all over
            London like a dog on a leash.
         

         
         What was worse, he couldn’t bring himself to be disappointed about it. The prospect of spending more time with her—alone—warmed
            his body in ways no woolen tailcoat could do.
         

         
         Her eyes gleamed with self-satisfaction. “It would seem you are at my mercy, Your Grace.”

         
         In more ways than you could know, Miss Ward.

         
         “If we’re going to do this, you must promise me one thing. I don’t want to hear ‘Your Grace’ again for the remainder of the
            night.”
         

         
         “Then how would you have me address you? As Thorndale?”

         
         “God, no. Call me James.”

         
         “Is that your family name?”

         
         “No, it’s my given name.”

         
         Her surprise was evident. “Really?”

         
         “Don’t sound so shocked. James is a common enough name.”

         
         “Well, yes, of course. But I didn’t think dukes were ever addressed by their Christian names. Not by mere acquaintances, anyway.”

         
         He made a show of looking up and down the empty street, and then leaned close to murmur his reply. “I won’t tell if you don’t.”

         
         She smiled. “Very well then, James.”

         
         Hallelujah. Hearing his name from her lips set him free, somehow. He felt like a boy shedding his school uniform on the last day of Easter
            term.
         

         
         “Come along, then.” She took him by the hand and tugged. “Prepare to be amazed.”

         
         He already was, rather.

         
         And if he wasn’t exceedingly careful to keep himself in check . . . ? Before the night was out, he just might amaze her, too.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Eight

         
         If she was going to show him Mayfair as she lived and breathed it, Louisa decided she might as well begin at the beginning.

         
         “This way, then.” She waved him down the street, around a few turnings, and halted in front of the church. “St. George’s Hanover
            Square.”
         

         
         He stared up at the columned edifice, unimpressed. “You know, we do have churches in Yorkshire. Ones that aren’t penned in
            like chickens and stained with soot.”
         

         
         “Yes, but this church is ours. My parents were married here, as were my grandparents, and my eldest brother just last year,
            a few weeks before his regiment was sent to Canada. It’s a family tradition, I suppose you could say.” A tradition Louisa
            wouldn’t be continuing, sadly. She’d be married in some tiny chapel in Jersey, if she married at all. “I was christened here,
            too. All of us Ward children were.”
         

         
         “All of you? How many are there?”

         
         “Six. Three girls, three boys. Francis—Frank—is the oldest. Then me, Margaret, and Katherine all in a row. Poor Frank despaired
            of ever having a brother until Harold finally came along. William’s the youngest, just seven.” They turned and walked on.
            “And yourself?”
         

         
         “I don’t have much family to speak of. My father’s gone, and my brother, as well.”

         
         “Your mother?”

         
         “Departed, in the noneuphemistic sense. She wasn’t happy in the match. Once she’d done her duty and given my father two sons,
            she ran off to New York. I haven’t seen her since I was a young child.”
         

         
         “I’m so sorry.”

         
         His arm tightened beneath her hand. “I won’t bore you with the details.”

         
         “You’re not boring me. Were you close to your brother?”

         
         “When we were boys, yes. But then St. John was sent to live with my uncle, so he could prepare to assume the title. I stayed
            with my father and learned to manage the land.”
         

         
         “Goodness. That sounds terribly lonely.”

         
         “Not really.”

         
         “Just the two of you on a farm in the middle of Yorkshire?”

         
         “It was the two of us on a respectable holding in the north of Yorkshire, with tenant farmers, a village nearby, and a market
            town eight miles down the road.”
         

         
         “Eight miles to the nearest market town?”
         

         
         “It’s an easy distance. With a cart and team, it’s less than two hours of travel.”

         
         “Two hours, there and back?”

         
         “Two hours each way.”

         
         She was aghast. “How can it possibly take two hours to travel eight miles in a cart?”

         
         He scoffed at her question. “I’m going to guess you’ve never seen a road in Yorkshire.”

         
         Yes, he guessed correctly. With the exception of a few visits to friends in Surrey, Louisa had never seen a road outside Middlesex.

         
         Imagine. Two hours’ travel, just to reach the nearest market. If he was so deluded as to deem that an easy distance, Louisa
            knew what the next stop on this tour must be.
         

         
         Bond Street.

         
         The shops were closed at this time of night. Since there was no traffic, they strolled down the center of the street. As if
            the world, and all its treasures, belonged to them alone.
         

         
         The shop fronts had been decorated with swags of Christmas greenery and golden stars. When combined with the glistening layer
            of snow, it made for an impressive sight, even with all the windows dark.
         

         
         “Look.” She swept her arm in an extravagant arc. “Goods from all over the globe, crammed in this one street. You could purchase
            a fine Madeira, an exquisite Indian shawl, and a plume from an Australian emu, all in one afternoon.”
         

         
         “I can’t imagine wanting to buy wine, scarves, and feathers all in one afternoon.” His voice deepened. “Not unless I had a very interesting evening
            planned.”
         

         
         What a rogue he could be. Louisa suspected he was trying to shock her into a missish fluster. She would not give him the satisfaction.

         
         “It’s not all exotic wares, of course. There are plenty of boring, practical things to buy, too.”

         
         “I can get all the boring, practical things I need in Yorkshire.”

         
         “Oh yes,” she teased. “At the easy distance of eight miles away. Only two hours by horse and cart!”

         
         Abandoning the argument for the moment, Louisa wandered to the side of the lane. There, she approached a familiar display
            window and pressed her forehead to the glass until her breath melted a circle in the frost.
         

         
         “What are we looking at?” He came to her side. “A confectionary, judging by the way you’re salivating.”

         
         “No.” She heaved a wistful, yearning sigh. “It’s books. All books.”

         
         He knocked a crust of snow from the sign. “So it is.”

         
         “It’s not the largest of bookshops, of course. The Temple of the Muses and Hatchard’s have much wider selections. Nevertheless,
            this one is my favorite.”
         

         
         He cupped his hands and peered through the window. “It looks a shambles.”

         
         “I know. Isn’t it wonderful?”

         
         “Must be impossible to find what you’re searching for.”

         
         “That’s why it’s wonderful. If it were easy to find the books I want, I’d never find the books I didn’t know existed, but once I’ve found them can’t live without.”
         

         
         With one last, lingering sigh, she pushed off the window, and together they strolled on.

         
         “If you were going to be stranded on an island,” she asked, “what three things would you take?”

         
         He answered without hesitation. “Food, water, and a boat.”

         
         “Don’t be purposely obtuse. You know what I mean. Assume the island has plenty of food and water, and a ship will be coming
            to your rescue within the year. Now, what three items would you choose to take with you?”
         

         
         He jammed his hands in his waistcoat pockets and squinted at the sky for inspiration. “A mermaid.”

         
         Louisa rolled her eyes. “That’s one. What are the others?”

         
         “Two more mermaids.”

         
         “That is a ridiculous answer.”

         
         “It isn’t, really. It’s a much better answer than wine, a shawl, and ostrich feathers.”

         
         “Emu,” she corrected. “They were emu plumes.”

         
         “If you say so. Regardless, it’s an absurd question. You should expect an absurd answer.”

         
         “It’s not an absurd question for me. It’s a quite real and pressing dilemma. When we leave for Jersey, I—”

         
         “Jersey? The more-than-halfway-to-France Isle of Jersey?”
         

         
         “Yes. That’s the very real island in the question, you see, and within a month I’ll be stranded there. When we leave, I’m
            allowed three trunks, no more. I’ll be forced to use one for frocks and stockings and such. For the second, Mama insists I
            bring my trousseau. Which will be useless, as there couldn’t be any—”
         

         
         Louisa bit her tongue. She’d been about to opine that there couldn’t be any interesting or attractive farmers there, but she
            happened to be walking with an interesting, attractive farmer at present. One with a devilish sense of humor, a liking for
            opinionated women, and the brute strength to toss a bare-arsed coachman down the street.
         

         
         And he smelled divine, too.

         
         Oh dear. She pushed those thoughts aside. Very far aside. All the way to the edge of her mind, where they would hopefully
            drop off a cliff.
         

         
         “Anyhow,” she went on, “I’m left with exactly one crate in which to fit the remainder of my worldly possessions. It will be
            books top to bottom, of course. But which ones? I’ve been in fits trying to choose.” A new idea came to her. “Perhaps I’ll
            take the useful pieces of the trousseau—some handkerchiefs, a quilt—and then hide books beneath it. Who needs embroidered table linens, anyhow?”
         

         
         “I couldn’t say. But if you want my advice, any modest night rails can go, as well. No newlywed groom wants anything to do
            with those.”
         

         
         Louisa hoped the darkness concealed her fierce blush. “I suppose I’ll always have my family. They’ll keep me from dying of
            boredom, one way or another. We amuse and torment one another endlessly.” She laughed to herself. “My sister Kat, alone. She
            has the wildest notions. Just yesterday, she dug up some book of Scottish witchcraft and made an appalling shortbread.”
         

         
         They walked in silence for a few moments.

         
         “The Isle of Jersey,” he blurted out. “Why is your family moving to Jersey, of all places?”
         

         
         Because of you, she wanted to cry. Because you called in an old debt that was understood to be forgiven. Because my father is insolvent now, and he was forced
               to take the first situation he was offered. Because our entire family is one of those pesky little business matters you’re
               desperate to have resolved, so you can leave London and never look back.

         
         She didn’t dare speak a word of it aloud. Not now. Not yet. Thus far, she hadn’t succeeded in convincing him to rethink anything.
            Not even his shopping habits.
         

         
         They stopped where Bond Street ended at Piccadilly.

         
         “St. James’s Palace is just down that way.” She pointed. “If it were daytime, you could see it from here.”

         
         “I’ve seen it already. From the inside.”

         
         “Truly? Was it as grand as they say?”

         
         “I suppose. I chiefly wanted to leave as soon as possible. I prefer the grandeur of nature.”

         
         “Nature? Well, then. Let’s make a turning here. You can’t have a proper tour of Mayfair without a stroll through Hyde Park.”

         
         He grabbed her by the arm, holding her back. “No, no, no. We’re not going any farther. I’ve humored you long enough. Now I’m
            taking you home.”
         

         
         “You can’t take me home. You don’t know where it is. We’ve established this, James.”

         
         He groaned.

         
         “Now, on to the park.”

         
         He stopped her again. “Not yet. At the least, we’re finding a place to warm you first. Your nose is red, and your teeth are
            chattering. When I finally do take you home, it won’t be with pneumonia.”
         

         
         “There’s nowhere to go at this hour. All the establishments are closed.”

         
         He peered down the street in the other direction. “What about down that way? Seems to be a fair bit of coming and going.”

         
         “Well, of course, but that’s St. James’s Street. It’s home to all the gentlemen’s clubs. White’s and Boodle’s and so on.”

         
         “Ah, yes. They made me a member of one of them. Can’t even recall which, honestly.”

         
         “You’re a duke. I’m certain you’d be welcome in any of them.”

         
         “Then let’s pay a visit to one, by God. Warm you up.”

         
         “Visit one? I’ve never even walked down St. James’s Street before. My mother would never allow it. Too scandalous.”

         
         His gaze issued a devilish challenge. “In that case, you have a choice. You can be a good girl and give me your address, so
            I can take you home to your mother directly. Otherwise, this tour of yours includes St. James’s Street, and we’re walking
            down it together. Now.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Nine

         
         Strolling down St. James’s Street on the arm of the Duke of Thorndale . . . Now this was truly something. Sounds of pleasure
            filtered out from the row of clubs, heightening the excitement of encroaching on the forbidden.
         

         
         “I think this is the one,” James said, stopping on the pavement opposite the club in question. “I seem to recall receiving
            a notice of some kind. In honor of my uncle’s longstanding membership, they’d be pleased to extend me an invitation to join,
            and so forth. I never did reply, but I suppose they’ll admit me just the same.” He moved toward the door.
         

         
         Louisa stayed in place.

         
         “What are you waiting for?” he said. “Let’s go in for a bit.”

         
         “I’m not allowed to go in. No women are permitted. Well, perhaps some women are permitted, but they wouldn’t be respectable
            women.”
         

         
         “They’ll admit you if you’re with me. I am Thorndale, and that must be good for something.”
         

         
         She stood firm. “I am not the most conventional of women, but even for me, that is a scandal too far. There’s too much risk
            of being recognized. Some kinds of gossip can follow a woman even so far as Jersey.”
         

         
         With a muttered oath, he pushed a hand through his hair. “Then wait here. I’ll be two minutes. If anyone or anything frightens
            you, shout.”
         

         
         “Shout what?”

         
         He made an aimless gesture. “‘Help,’ I suppose. Or ‘fire’ or ‘murder.’ In a
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