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      The Brides of North Barrows is a series of four Regency romance novellas. Daphne and Eurydice, the Goodenham sisters of North Barrows, are the focus of this series of four books: book one is the second-chance-at-love of their governess, an heiress in disguise; book two features Daphne's conquest of a duke in disguise with no time for love; book three features the duke's sister and her second-chance-at-love; book four is the story of Eurydice's marriage of convenience which quickly sparks true love.

      The four books are also available in mass market paperback editions.
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      Rupert Haskell has always thought that Anthea, his friend Alexander’s younger sister, would make an excellent choice of bride, but the loss of his inheritance made it impossible for him to court her. Caught between his honor and his heart, the only way he can show his esteem for Anthea is remove the stain from her name—even if that means having to watch her marry another man.

      Anthea Armstrong left London in her debut season when she was falsely accused of theft. Now that the real villain has been apprehended, she’s returned to town to arrange her brother’s wedding. She hopes to once again encounter the mysterious suitor who stole her heart with a kiss at a masquerade ball…when she realizes the mysterious man is none other than Rupert Haskell, can she convince this proud man of honor to take a chance on love?
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        London—January 1812

      

      

      “The first of us to fall prey to the parson’s mousetrap!” Sebastian Montgomery crowed, saluting Alexander Armstrong as he dropped into the leather chair in the library of his Mayfair townhouse. As was customary, the earl did not spill a drop of his brandy, although it wasn’t his first of the night—or morning, as it were. The liquid sloshed in the snifter but didn’t slip over the edge.

      “Impressive,” Rupert Haskell murmured and the Earl of Rockmorton grinned.

      “Practice makes perfect, my good friend,” Montgomery replied.

      “I would wager you had drunk London dry with your practice,” Alexander, the Duke of Inverfyre, noted with a smile.

      Montgomery laughed. “No, no, the feat is to feign a large consumption while imbibing comparatively little. Far better for the budget.” He patted his flat belly, encased in one of his lavishly embroidered silk waistcoats. “And the fit of my wardrobe.”

      “Not to mention the liver,” Rupert added. He chose, as had become his habit, the chair furthest from the fire and only perched on the lip of the seat, while his two friends lounged at ease in their chairs. It changed a man to have his legacy snatched away. Rupert would never take any situation for granted again.

      The three had become immediate friends upon their arrival at Eton years before, and had been consistently involved in adventures together while at school. The son of an earl, the son of a duke and the son of a baron, they had oft jested of how they would change society once they were of age.

      Though they were of similar height and age, each as trim and athletic as the other, their coloring and situations were different: Montgomery, a much-favored only child, always took the lead; Alexander was more considering of other views, as befit a man with a younger sister to defend; Rupert, who had been an only child but one who faced greater criticism than Montgomery, was possessed of quick wits and a quicker smile.

      They remained fast friends and confidantes, though only Alexander and Montgomery had come into their inheritances. Rupert, in contrast, never would though he strove to avoid any bitterness. The financial disparity among the trio could have driven them apart: instead, they had become closer in recent years. Alexander had hired Rupert as his valet and brought him into his secret task of spying for the crown. Montgomery could be relied upon for a loan or even an outright gift, although Rupert was more likely to ask for a favor, if he had need of assistance. The trio would still do any deed for each other and Rupert was beyond glad of the friendship and support of his oldest friends.

      Montgomery toasted Alexander before sipping. He winced, baring his teeth. “Liquid fire. It is good for what ails me.”

      “And so much ails you,” Alexander teased, rolling his eyes. They laughed together.

      Montgomery’s library was lined with books that he did not read and always had a roaring fire as well as a full decanter of brandy. It was a comfortable haven after their night savoring the pleasures of town. On this night, they had dined and they had danced; they had visited the theater and ultimately Alexander and Montgomery had gambled, all in the name of celebrating Alexander’s pending nuptials. The clock in the hall chimed two and Rupert thought of his early start the next morning. He would have laundry to do before he slept this night.

      Alexander had surrendered his townhouse to his betrothed, her sister and her grandmother, while he stayed with Montgomery. Rupert had a room in the servant’s quarters and knew that Montgomery’s staff would notice any anomalies in his conduct of his duties. He would be up at dawn to prepare Alexander’s clothes for the day, polish his boots and press his cravat.

      Watson, Montgomery’s butler, gave a slight tap at the door and Rupert bounded to his feet, taking a place behind Alexander’s chair. Watson, an older man and a severe custodian of decency, gave Rupert a look that could have curdled a man’s blood. His gaze dropped pointedly to the glass Rupert had abandoned alongside the chair he had been occupying and he inhaled sharply in disapproval. “Will there be anything else, sir?” he asked in a frosty tone, bowing to Montgomery.

      Montgomery, of course, had not missed the older man’s reaction. “No, Watson, unless you would care to join us.” He lifted his glass again even as the butler’s horror showed for the barest moment. “We are saluting the cleverness of His Grace’s valet.”

      “Indeed.” Watson surveyed Alexander’s attire, as flamboyant as was customary when the duke was in town, and if anything, his disapproval grew.

      There were rhinestones on the duke’s cuffs and glittering down the front of his waistcoat. His breeches were striped cerise and forest green, his coat was crimson, his waistcoat was chartreuse and there was a sprig of holly in his lapel. There were even three little bells replacing the tassels on his boots that jingled as he walked. Rupert thought Alexander looked like a demented elf, but it had been his friend’s scheme to act as a dandy, the better that his wits be underestimated and his presence overlooked. The guise had served him well as a spy, but Alexander meant to retire now that he was to wed. Rupert was glad his garb would change. The silks and taffetas were a fearsome amount of work to maintain.

      Watson clearly was not enchanted by the duke’s appearance. Judging by the tight-lipped glance he granted Rupert, he might even have laid the blame for Alexander’s sartorial flair at his valet’s feet.

      Montgomery, in contrast, favored the severe simplicity of Beau Brummel’s suggestion, with dark chausses and coat, white shirt and cravat. His only ornamentation was his collection of embroidered silk waistcoats, one in every possible hue. Alexander dressed similarly when he was not in town, and Rupert looked forward to the return of his more austere wardrobe.

      “Indeed,” Montgomery said again. “I see you noted the extra glass, Watson, but Haskell here has revealed and captured the jewel thief that has plagued London society for years. Is that not fiendishly clever? Does it not deserve a small reward?”

      Even Watson had to acknowledge this, though he did so with only a minute nod.

      Montgomery enthused. “He caught Nathaniel Cushing in the act of absconding with the Eye of India at Castle Keyvnor. And saved the damsel in distress who the duke will wed.” He saluted Rupert and apparently drank, but this time Rupert noted that the level of liquid in the glass did not diminish. “How frightfully enterprising of him, don’t you think, Watson?”

      The older man inclined his head slightly. “Most commendable, my lord.”

      “All while ensuring I looked sufficiently splendid to win myself a bride,” Alexander added jovially. “Our journey to Cornwall was not without incident, to be sure.” Earl and duke clinked glasses and drank in tribute to their own good fortune.

      “Do not neglect to mention, my lord, that your health is infinitely improved by the sea air, perhaps even sufficiently so that Dr. MacEwan will permit you the season in London,” Rupert added.

      “The entire season?” Montgomery echoed in delight. “We shall find trouble to be certain!”

      “I shall introduce my betrothed to society,” Alexander corrected with a firmness that revealed his true nature. “She has not yet enjoyed a season.”

      “My felicitations to you on your pending nuptials, Your Grace,” Watson said with a bow.

      “I thank you, Watson. I am most pleased.” Alexander gestured to the bottle of brandy, his eyes filled with mischief. “Will you join us, then?”

      Watson took a step back, so affronted by this breach of protocol that he nearly fled the room. “I should not be so familiar, sir, but thank you for the offer.” He bowed deeply and Rupert watched Alexander and Montgomery exchange amused glances.

      “Then there will be nothing else, Watson,” Montgomery said. “Alexander knows his way to his chamber. I say, could there be kippers for breakfast? I like them after a night of indulgence.”

      “Is that not every night?” Alexander murmured, his eyes sparkling.

      “As many as I can contrive,” Montgomery ceded easily.

      “I will ensure that there are kippers, my lord.” Watson bowed again. “Good night then, my lord and Your Grace.” He bowed again then took his leave, quietly closing the door behind himself. Alexander waved Rupert back to his seat as Montgomery topped up his brandy.

      “Hazard pay,” Montgomery teased with a wink, then settled back in his own chair. “He will be watching you like the proverbial hawk.”

      “He already is,” Rupert agreed. “But you need not feel sorry for me. I am most comfortable.” The servant’s chambers in Montgomery’s house did not compare with his room at either of Alexander’s houses, but they were more than adequate. Rupert was glad he did not have to share the small chamber with another servant.

      The fire blazed merrily and snow fell outside the windows. The three men sat companionably, legs stretched out and ankles crossed.

      “A bride,” Montgomery said again, shaking his head at Alexander. “I suppose it is love?”

      “Of course!” Alexander said. “She has stolen my heart away forever.”

      Montgomery rolled his eyes at this. “But then you always believed in love and romance, a legacy from your parents.” They were silent for a moment in acknowledgement of the passing of that happy pair some years before. “Haskell and I remain the skeptical ones.”

      “What nonsense is this?” Alexander jested. “You fall in love daily.”

      “Hourly,” Montgomery agreed with a wise nod. “It is best. I suppose you will be tedious and wed with haste?”

      “I have the special license, but Anthea wrote that she is on her way,” Alexander said. Rupert couldn’t keep himself from glancing up in surprise, for he was unaware of these tidings. He felt the back of his neck heat in fear that his secret admiration of the duke’s sister might have been noted but no one glanced his way. “We will await her arrival.”

      “Miss Armstrong has such excellent taste,” Montgomery said with approval. “She will put the perfect touch upon the nuptials, to be sure. It is a shame that she abandoned London so quickly in her debut season. The prospect of encountering her made any jaunt so much more interesting.”

      Rupert felt himself bristle at this hint of Montgomery having an interest in Miss Armstrong. She deserved far better! Montgomery was a good friend, but he treated women abominably.

      “She could not do otherwise, to her thinking, not with such a pall hanging over her name,” Alexander said, clearly still annoyed that his sister had been accused without cause.

      “Mr. Nathaniel Cushing has much to answer for,” Rupert said with conviction.

      Alexander regarded him. “And I suspect he paid some of that debt when he was caught for this most recent crime.”

      “It was only right,” Rupert agreed. “It was cowardly to allow innocent young women to take the blame for his thefts.”

      “Or one particular innocent young woman?” Montgomery mused, as perceptive as ever.

      “It was wrong. He was wrong.” Rupert could not subdue the heat in his tone. “And I for one am glad that he is now facing the consequences of his actions.”

      They drank again, united in their agreement.

      “But what of the gems?” Montgomery asked. “Were all his spoils recovered and returned to their original owners?”

      “No, and that is the rub,” Alexander said. “He had nothing in his possession. I wager they were all sold promptly and have now been scattered.”

      Rupert could not keep silent. “They must be found, though. Is there no scheme to do as much?”

      Alexander considered him. “I have not been requested to do as much.”

      “Of course, there would have been insurance paid,” Montgomery noted.

      Alexander nodded agreement.

      Rupert could not leave the matter alone. “But your sister...”

      Both friends watched him silently. Rupert fell silent, thinking he had said too much.

      “My sister,” Alexander invited finally.

      Rupert frowned. “Surely she will be suspected of having the gem until it is revealed to be elsewhere, or until it is returned. The stain upon her reputation will linger and she may find that many will spurn her company.”

      Alexander scowled at this prospect.

      “He is right,” Montgomery concurred. “They will whisper when she enters any room. You know how they are. Veritable vultures when it comes to reputation and gossip.”

      “I realize as much, but what is to be done?” Alexander said. “It has been ten years. The gem could be anywhere!”

      “I would find it,” Rupert said. “Or try to do as much, for Miss Armstrong’s sake.”

      His old friends exchanged a glance and Rupert feared neither of them were in doubt as to his feelings. Not that he could act upon them, not when he was a mere valet. He could not regret his words to his father but he could regret their result.

      “What a wretched moment for a man to be without a legacy,” Montgomery drawled, his eyes glinting as he watched Rupert. “You could reconcile with the old man, you know.”

      Rupert shook his head. “So long as he disgraces my mother by flaunting his affair with Mrs. Blythe, I cannot speak to him with civility.”

      “How many brats has she borne him?”

      “One boy.”

      “Is that not a foul situation?” Montgomery said, clearly not caring a whit. “I would contrive for all my friends to be rich, no matter the cost to others.”

      “There is nothing to be done for it.” Rupert drained his glass. He was more fortunate than he might have been and he knew it. That was also thanks to Alexander, and he would not dishonor that man’s name or sister at any price.

      He would clear her reputation, even if he could do no more than that.

      “Indeed,” Alexander noted. “I am glad to have been able to share some advantage with you.”

      “And I am grateful, Your Grace. As you well know.”

      Alexander winced. “You need not address me thus when we are alone.”

      “But one can never be certain that we are alone.”

      “Truly, if Watson were not so principled, he might be listening at the door,” Montgomery said. “He was so disappointed when my father died and the title fell into my undeserving grasp. Although I confess it is good fun to startle him.”

      “You should wed and redeem yourself in the eyes of your staff,” Alexander suggested.

      Montgomery laughed. “Not I!” He gestured with his glass. “It will have to be Rupert who succumbs next.”

      “There is little chance of that,” Rupert replied evenly. “Even though my wages are generous for my station, my purse is not
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