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      Valaria St. Clare, Duchess of Gooding, had to believe that if one was given a rulebook to marriage, hating one’s husband would have been at the top of a list of what not to do.

      And yet, as she stared across their ballroom at him, surrounded by his cronies, hate was what she felt. Silas was drinking heavily, laughing and crowing and telling boisterous and embarrassing stories that echoed in the room so everyone could hear.

      If she had found the nerve to go to his side and gently suggest he lower his tone, she knew what his response would have been. To tell her it was his birthday and he would do what he pleased. And everyone would laugh and she would fake a smile and no one would know that Silas always did as he pleased.

      Certainly tonight would be no different.

      Her stomach turned and she dropped her gaze a moment. When she lifted it again, she found one of Silas’s best mates stepping up to her side. The Duke of Blackvale. He was tall and very handsome and of course rich and powerful. Silas didn’t waste his time on anyone who wasn’t. He boasted of his influential circle of friends often enough.

      But unlike those others in her husband’s group, she didn’t despise Blackvale. He was…different from the rest. And so she forced a smile in welcome.

      “Blackvale,” she said. “Are you enjoying the party?”

      “It seems Si is,” Blackvale said with a long look across the room. His expression was something settled between concern and humor at Silas’s increasingly boorish behavior.

      “Hmm,” Valaria returned, noncommittal. She was very good, after all, at hiding what she felt. “We have not seen you around as much lately. Have you been busy?”

      “Yes,” he said with a sigh. “My brother has been managing one of the estates and had some issue, so I had to ride to the rescue. But it’s resolved now and I should be in London more for the next few months.”

      There was a little flutter in Valaria’s chest. If Blackvale was in town, he was with Silas. They had been friends a very long time despite their different personalities. She sometimes looked at Blackvale, who seemed to have a deep sense of responsibility to duty, friends and family, and wondered how in the world they were friends. But then again, they had become chums when they were very young.

      “I’m sure Silas will be pleased,” she said.

      He held her stare for a moment. Perhaps a moment too long, and she ducked her head, uncertain what he was looking for as those light brown eyes moved slowly over her face. He cleared his throat and his voice was suddenly a little thick. “Yes.”

      She glanced back up at him and she found he was now focused on Silas, who had slugged back yet another drink. She shivered at the state he would be in by the time they retired to bed. Her stomach turned at the thought.

      “He’s getting a bit sloppy there, isn’t he?” Blackvale mused, almost to himself.

      She shrugged. “Perhaps he’ll pass out and limit any damage he might do to his reputation by—” She cut herself off with a sigh as she watched Silas stagger toward the back of the ballroom, muttering something she couldn’t hear as he mounted the table. She sighed. “By dancing on the table.”

      Blackvale shook his head. “He really needs to be more careful what he allows. Excuse me, Your Grace, I will take care of this. Perhaps I can get him tucked into bed.”

      Valaria fought to keep her excitement from her face at the idea. If Silas went to his bed, it kept him out of hers. Blackvale didn’t know the gift he offered with his suggestion and offer of help.

      “That might be best,” Valaria said lightly. He executed a small nod, but before he left she said, “B-Blackvale?”

      He turned back. “Your Grace?”

      “You are a good friend,” she said softly.

      His lips parted as if he hadn’t expected the compliment, then he smiled. “And you are a good wife.”

      He left her then and she blinked back tears. The man had no idea how wrong he was. And she hoped he never would.
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        Spring 1815

      

      

      It was a well-known fact that when one wanted to put a dowager duchess out to pasture, one placed her on Kent’s Row.

      It was a fine street, of course, with tree-lined walkways and brightly colored doors to welcome those who came to call at the neatly kept townhouses. Still, there was no denying its purpose, which Valaria felt keenly as her carriage rumbled to a stop in front of one of the tall homes, sunlight dancing off the bright Roman cement walls.

      Number 106. That was hers now, her home after two years of living at a far finer residence of her late husband, Silas St. Clare, Duke of Gooding. For some women, especially of her tender years, the switch to the smaller abode might have been a little shocking. After all, most of the duchesses on the Row were in their sixties or even older. They were not expected to dance or twirl or laugh too loudly anymore.

      And yet as the carriage door was opened and her footman helped her out, Valaria tilted back her fine bonnet and breathed a sigh of…relief…at this new home. A place where she could hide.

      Being put out to pasture sounded perfectly fine to her.

      Of course she told herself that, but then the grief washed over her and she gripped the edge of the carriage door briefly before it passed. Then she forced a smile as her new butler, Higgins, came down the short set of stairs to greet her.

      “Your Grace,” he said, executing a small bow. “Welcome home.”

      Her smile wavered slightly but she managed to maintain the mask as she inclined her head toward this man she had met but once before today. Her old butler had remained at the duke’s residence, after all. Along with almost all her familiar servants, save for her personal maid, Fanny.

      “Thank you so much, Higgins,” she said. “I’m sure the new staff has done a wonderful job preparing the home for me. I look forward to seeing it now that it is filled with furniture and life.”

      “Indeed, Your Grace,” he said, and motioned toward the door. “I shall give you a tour straight away if you are not too tired from your journey.”

      She gave a small laugh. “The twenty minutes across London, you mean? Yes, I think I can manage.”

      She was about to follow his gentle direction into the house when she saw two ladies coming up the street together at a rapid clip. It was evident by their focused stares in her direction that they were coming to her.

      Her stomach turned a little at the attention, but she cast a quick glance toward Higgins. “Neighbors?” she asked softly.

      “Yes, Your Grace.”

      He drew a breath as if to identify her impending guests, but before he could, Valaria gasped, “Why, that is the Duchess of Turnbridge and the Duchess of Sidmouth. They are of an age with me—are they visiting someone here?”

      Higgins shook his head. “No, madam. They both live on the Row. Two and three houses down, respectively, on the other side of the Dowager Duchess of Winchester, who is your direct neighbor to the north.”

      Valaria’s eyes went wide at the mention of one of the most respected dowagers in London, but she could not ask more because the two ladies arrived at last, in a smiling cloud of perfume and perfectly coifed hair and beautiful gowns.

      “Your Grace,” the Duchess of Sidmouth said, stretching out an elegant hand in greeting. “Good afternoon, and welcome to Kent’s Row.”

      Valaria shook the offered hand. “Good afternoon, Your Graces. How kind of you to welcome me.”

      And it was kind, though she had to assume this direct approach was also driven by a desire to have the first look at their new neighbor. She could see curtains along the row were drawn back, other dowagers watching this exchange and, Valaria was certain, judging her.

      Her stomach turned at what they might see. What she might show accidentally. This was her new life, after all, but could it truly be a happy one after everything she had endured…and done? Could she have a future with the secrets of the past just waiting to haunt her?

      She realized the women were still talking and forced herself to focus.

      “I am the Duchess of Sidmouth, but you’ll find many of the dowagers don’t stand on ceremony here. Too much Your Gracing gets very confusing. So I am Flora.”

      Valaria smiled at Flora. She was petite and curvaceous, with dark red hair that hung in little ringlets around her pretty face.

      “You and I came out the same year, I think,” Valaria said.

      Flora nodded. “We did, indeed. I always admired your beautiful gowns. And you may not recall it, because that year was such a crush of debutantes, but you were of help to me—”

      Valaria caught her breath. “I do remember! Someone had spilled wine on your gown, wasn’t it?”

      “A rival,” Flora agreed. “Someone interested in my eventual husband’s fortune. She purposefully spilled the wine to keep me away, and you just appeared out of nowhere and swept me off and cleaned me up.”

      “It was Prudence Foster, wasn’t it?” Valaria said with a scrunch of her nose. “Wretched thing.” She did not add that Prudence had made a great game out of Valaria’s life afterward. She had been the one to laugh loudest and make the snidest expressions when anything went wrong.

      “Yes, wretched thing,” Flora said with a shake of her head. “At any rate, I never forgot your kindness, even though I didn’t get to speak to you much afterward thanks to the Season’s schedule. But we are remedying that.” She glanced at her companion. “And this is the Duchess of Tunbridge.”

      “Bernadette,” the other lady said. She seemed shyer, as her dark eyes drifted away from Valaria’s face. But she was uncommonly lovely with her dark hair arranged perfectly to frame an oval face. She wore a pretty yellow gown that made everything seem a bit sunnier.

      “Your Grace,” Valaria said.

      “Flora spoke so highly of you when we realized you were moving into the Row that I couldn’t wait to meet you. Though you may find I am certainly much closer to fitting in with our neighbors,” Bernadette said. “As I came out three years before you two.”

      “You make it sound as though you are ancient,” Flora said with a laugh.

      “Sometimes I am made to feel that being just south of thirty is ancient, my dear,” Bernadette said. “At any rate, we saw you arrive as we were having tea, and Flora could not wait one moment but to greet you.”

      “Not a moment,” Flora agreed, and her eyes danced with real pleasure. “After all, it isn’t every day we get a new duchess on the Row, and when we do, she is never our age.”

      “Not that we don’t enjoy our older neighbors,” Bernadette hastened to add. “They are nothing but kind. But there is something about having friends close by who are of an age with oneself.”

      Valaria blinked. Friends. She hadn’t had many of those in the last two years. By design. And here these two women were chattering away to her like it was a given that they would be thus.

      Something that could easily change, she knew. She found herself taking a slight step back and glancing back apologetically at Higgins, who had moved away from their group but was still waiting for her now at the top of the stairs.

      “You must forgive me,” she said. “It is such a busy day.”

      Flora opened her mouth as if to say something, but Bernadette interrupted. “Of course it is. And we have intruded in our excitement. But now you have been welcomed and we will leave you to your settling in.”

      “With our insistence that you join us for tea tomorrow,” Flora added.

      Bernadette shot her a look. “You cannot strong arm the poor woman into joining us. You will frighten her away with your insistence.”

      “I will not.” Flora shook her head. “You aren’t so easy to scare are you, Your Grace?”

      Valaria swallowed because the question, however teasingly meant, carried a weight neither of these ladies could understand. She put on the mask she so often wore with others and forced a laugh. “Not at all. I would be…pleased to join you for tea tomorrow.”

      “Excellent!” Flora said, tossing Bernadette a triumphant look. “At my home, which is three doors down from yours.” She motioned down the lane. “Three o’clock.”

      “I’ll be there,” Valaria agreed.

      That settled, Bernadette caught Flora’s arm and began to drag her away. “We’ll let you settle yourself. Good afternoon!”

      They headed off, heads close together, talking and laughing as they strolled arm in arm. Valaria stared at them a moment. They seemed genuinely fond of each other. And genuinely interested in her. A strange sensation after years of putting up carefully crafted walls so no one would see the truth of her life.

      But the idea of perhaps being allowed friends in this new life was bewitching, indeed. She would just have to be careful about it. And if there was anyone who knew the ins and outs of being careful, it was her.

      “Are you ready, Your Grace?” Higgins called out gently.

      She smoothed her hands along the front of her gown and pivoted to face him. “I am. And thank you for your patience. Now lead the way.”

      He did so and she followed, feeling a bit of a lightness to her step as she did. One she didn’t fully trust, but oh, how she welcomed it.
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        * * *

      

      Callum Osgood, Duke of Blackvale, made his way through the crowd at his club, scanning the room for friends. Not cronies, not acquaintances…he looked for friends. They were a commodity he’d come to value all the more in the past few months.

      He found one as he moved toward the fireplace with its enormous mantel where one of those friends, Theo, the Duke of Lightmorrow, was having a drink. Lightmorrow’s gaze lit up and he waved to indicate that Callum should join him.

      He did so with a grin he didn’t have to force. After the pair had shaken hands, Callum looked around. “I must say I do prefer Fitzhugh’s to any other club.”

      Theo grinned. “As do I. I know one cannot avoid White’s and the like, but the company here is far more lively and genuine. I suppose it reflects the ownership.”

      “I suppose it does,” Callum agreed as both men looked toward the bar where Fitzhugh, himself, stood, seemingly unimpressed by everything around him. The man did have an air of mystery around him. One Callum rather envied. It seemed everyone always knew his business. Whether he liked it or not.

      “So what brings you out tonight?” Theo asked, and motioned to one of the footmen, who brought a whisky over for Callum.

      Callum took a sip. “Whatever brings anyone out to these kinds of places. Boredom?”

      Theo’s brow wrinkled ever so slightly. “I ask because this is the first time you have come out since…”

      His friend trailed off, and Callum finished his drink in one swig. “Since Silas’s death?”

      He flinched as he said those words. It was still so shocking, what had happened. At midnight that night he had been laughing with his friend, by eight the next morning, he had received word that Silas was dead. A drunken accident with his horse, they had said, which seemed so unreal. How could everything have ended so horribly and quickly?

      Theo inclined his head slightly. “Yes. I’m not saying I’m sorry to see you. It’s been eight weeks. It seems a long enough time to mourn a friend, after all.”

      Callum stared into his empty glass as if he could will it to fill again. “Hmmm,” he mused. “Sometimes it seems forever and sometimes like it was yesterday.”

      Theo patted his shoulder gently. “I am sure that’s true. But somehow the world goes on. After all, I heard that the new duke took over the estate in London today.”

      “Silas’s cousin?” Callum said, jerking his head up. “God’s teeth, I remember Franklin as a boy, always following Si and me everywhere, tattling on us at will. He has yearned for this title his entire life. I suppose he’s happy now.”

      “I couldn’t say,” Theo said. “I wasn’t as close to the family as you were.”

      Callum ignored the slight strain to Theo’s voice. He’d always hated it that his two closest friends had not gotten on. They were both dear to him. But he thought many times that perhaps they kept from being less than cordial only because of him.

      He sighed and then wrinkled his brow as a thought occurred to him. “And what of the duchess? Does that mean that Valaria has been relegated to some other estate? So soon into her mourning?”

      The very idea of it hit him in the chest. Valaria, the wife of his best friend, having to reorganize her life in the midst of what had to be terrible pain. He couldn’t help but think of her blue-gray eyes, ones that seemed to pierce through a man. They had always held that lilt of sadness, that briefest glimpse into a soul with so many layers.

      Not that he’d allowed himself to make that much of a study of her. She was his friend’s wife, after all. He cared about her because he cared about Silas. That hadn’t changed. Perhaps it had to become even stronger, in fact, since Silas was no longer there to protect her.

      “I heard they moved her to the Row,” Theo said, and dragged Callum from his musings.

      He couldn’t have heard that right. It was impossible. “The Row?” he repeated. “Kent’s Row?”

      Theo shrugged. “It’s what I heard.”

      “But Kent’s Row is for the older ladies,” Callum said.

      “It’s become a little corner of dowagers,” Theo corrected him. “And she is that now. Though I agree that most of the women on the Row are far above her years. In fact, there’s only a handful of younger ladies there. I cannot imagine how boring it is for them.”

      Callum stared into the fire, his brows knitting. Once again, he couldn’t help but think about Valaria. It wasn’t that they’d talked that often, though when they did he had enjoyed it. How could one not? Valaria was beautiful, but also bright. Occasionally she gave this tiny smile and…

      No, he cut the thought off. At any rate, she normally passed through rooms where Silas gathered with his friends, never intruding upon their masculine pursuits. At balls and parties, she busied herself with friends and only danced with Silas. She was never impolite, but she made no effort to come out of her shell with gentlemen.

      And yet Callum still felt an intensely protective instinct as he thought of her, relegated to her grief alone, out amongst ladies who mostly couldn’t understand the ins and outs of young widowhood.

      “I ought to call on her,” he mused out loud.

      Theo leaned back, resting his empty glass on the mantelpiece. “Ought you to?”

      “To pay my respects,” Callum said, and hated how he heard justification in his tone. Like he was doing something wrong and trying to make it right. “To make sure she’s settling in comfortably. After all, there are few people in the world who could understand her thoughts and feelings right now.”

      “And you think you are one of them.”

      He willed away the sting behind his eyes. “Silas was like a brother to me,” he said softly. “I know some part of her pain at least.” He cleared his throat. “I ought to pay my respects, if nothing else. I owe that to Silas, do I not? He was one of my closest friends.”

      There was a slight flutter to Theo’s expression. One he always got when this topic was raised, either before or since Silas’s death. “Yes. He was that, though you were markedly different men.”

      “I suppose we were,” Callum agreed. “But when one has been friends practically since birth, that is bound to happen from time to time. At any rate, I will call on her tomorrow, I think.”

      Theo tilted his head and suddenly his expression was a little playful. Rakish, even, as his friend was known to be. “Are you certain this decision is only to do with loyalty to Silas?”

      “What does that mean?” Callum said, perhaps more strongly than he meant to.

      “Nothing,” Theo said with a laugh. “But the dowager is a very attractive woman. And one I know you have taken notice of for some time, even if you try to pretend otherwise.”

      Callum pursed his lips. So his interest had been marked. Wonderful. “For Christ’s sake, Lightmorrow, you’re being disgusting. The woman’s husband died eight weeks ago. I would be a complete scoundrel to have an ulterior motive in checking on her. Even if her husband weren’t a friend.”

      Theo held up his hands but didn’t even bother to look chagrined. “Of course, of course. Forgive me. Though I do think the world is sometimes better for a scoundrel.”

      “That’s because you are one,” Callum muttered.

      Theo didn’t argue, and his laughter echoed as he slapped Callum’s shoulder again. “I won’t torment you about this for now. Why don’t we play a round of billiards, instead?”

      Callum huffed out a breath, but he nodded and followed Theo from the room. His rake of a companion might give him shite about it, but Callum knew his motives were true when it came to Valaria. Attraction, if that’s what there was, didn’t have to mean bad behavior.

      And it wouldn’t. He could control himself.
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      Although Valaria had fretted about her tea with Bernadette and Flora after she’d settled in the day before, it turned out there was no reason. She sat in Flora’s parlor the following afternoon and felt…well, it was almost relaxed. Not entirely, but something close to it.

      And she could admit, at least to herself, that it wasn’t a feeling she’d had in a very long time. It helped that the two women were such good friends and that they could be talkative. In the span of an hour, Valaria had come to realize that though Bernadette was the oldest of their little threesome, she was also the most innocent. She blushed easily and would steer the topic away from points of discomfort if she saw them.

      Flora, on the other hand, was breezy and open and playful. She made no secret of fact that she had been very happy in her marriage to the late Duke of Sidmouth, despite their vast thirty-year age difference. She smiled warmly when she spoke of him and seemed to have no regrets whatsoever.

      Valaria tried not to hate her for that.

      “We’ve prattled on for so long,” Bernadette said at last, and reached across to grab Valaria’s hand for a brief squeeze. “Tell us about yourself.”

      Valaria shifted and withdrew her hand slowly. “I’m not sure what there is to tell that you wouldn’t already know. I’m a…a very recent widow, only a couple of months. My husband died in an accident.” She swallowed. “A tragic accident.”

      “I recall when it happened,” Flora said, her expression truly stricken. “I cannot imagine. And you found him? I’m so very sorry.”

      Valaria felt herself go a little numb as shifted into the responses she had trained herself to give over the last eight weeks. “Thank you.”

      Bernadette’s brow wrinkled slightly, and for a moment she stared at Valaria. A little too hard, like she could see something Valaria didn’t wish to share. Then she smiled. “Certainly we are far more than our pasts or husbands. Will you tell us of your likes? Your pursuits?”

      That should have been a kinder topic. Valaria could see she meant it as one, and yet the pressure in her chest only seemed to increase. The fact was, she didn’t have an answer. The last two years of her life since her marriage she had been…isolated. Her movements watched and judged, her pursuits limited and spoiled by the reactions of a man who…

      No. She cut that thought off in her mind. She was not going down that path, not in front of these women who were practically strangers. She couldn’t risk the reaction those thoughts sometimes created.

      She forced a smile instead. “Oh, I think I’m fairly typical in my pursuits. I do needlepoint and read.”

      Flora tilted her head. “Do I recall you being proficient in…what instrument was it…oh Lord, why can’t I recall? Everyone used to talk about how beautifully you played.”

      The reaction Valaria had been trying to avoid overwhelmed her and she blinked at the tears that filled her eyes. “The harp-lute. Yes, I once played. But I…I stopped.”

      “That’s a shame,” Flora said. “Bernadette is wonderful on the pianoforte.”

      “She is too kind. I am passable on the pianoforte. I never practice enough,” Bernadette insisted with a smile.

      Flora shot her a look before she continued, “And I sing.” She hesitated. “Though I would not say well.”

      Bernadette laughed, but Valaria could sense the other woman reading her again. “Well, it is best we do not make a triplet, then. No use frightening the poor servants.” She pushed to her feet. “Flora, speaking of reading, I have that book I borrowed from you. I finished it last night. We could go fetch it.”

      Flora’s brow knitted. “I…fetch it now? Could that not wait?”

      “I will forget if I don’t return it to you now,” Bernadette insisted with a meaningful stare.

      Valaria swallowed. This was her opportunity for the escape she found herself craving. She got to her feet, as well. “You know, I should get back to my home. We are still settling in and there is much to be decided and worked on that requires my input.”

      “Of course, we understand,” Bernadette said. “But I hope we will regularly make time to be together. There is a vast difference between being a young widow and a widow of advancing years. And though I do love our older neighbors and I hope we’ll have a gathering soon where you can meet them all, I think I see a kindred spirit in you, Valaria. A person I’d love to call friend.”

      Valaria caught her breath at the genuine expression of welcome and acceptance on both the women’s faces. She’d almost forgotten what that felt like. She nodded slowly. “I-I would very much like that.”

      Flora’s wide smile was instantaneous and she caught both of Valaria’s hands briefly. “Excellent news. Come, let us see you out.”

      Valaria allowed it, and after she’d waved her goodbyes, she could feel the two women watching her as she made her way back down the lane toward her own door. There was relief in the meeting ending. She was not yet fully trusting of her own reactions to people after so long separating herself.

      And yet…there had been something so lovely about the time spent. It was certainly impossible not to like the two dowager duchesses, and to feel welcomed into their little circle. They had painted a picture for her of a future of friendship. Independence. A future where she might be, dare she hope, happy?

      She found herself smiling at the idea as she turned into her drive, but the expression fell at what she found there. A carriage was parked before her door and she recognized the crest emblazed on the side. Blackvale. Which could only mean that Silas’s best friend, the Duke of Blackvale, had come to call.

      Without sending word ahead of his intention, of course. Without giving her a chance to say no. Because men like him, like her husband, they didn’t think of these things. They didn’t care.

      She lifted her chin and stiffened her spine, hoping she could control the sudden pounding of her heart so he would not see her weakness and pounce upon it. She moved toward the door, but before she could reach it, it opened and Blackvale, himself, stepped out with Higgins at his heels.

      “Yes, I understand. I don’t know how that could have happened, but I shall—”

      He said no more because he looked down the stairs at that moment and his gaze met hers. Valaria hated how she made note of his appearance. It was a failing she’d always had when it came to this man, even though she knew that physical beauty in a person meant less than nothing when it came to actual goodness. But he was undeniably handsome with his lean, lanky frame, well-defined jawline, light brown eyes and the mop of brown curls that always seemed rakishly imperfect.

      “Valaria,” he breathed, and then blinked. “Forgive me, Your Grace. I did not expect to see you.”

      She folded her arms. “I don’t know why. You came to my home. Unannounced, I might add. Why else would you do that except to see me?”

      His brow wrinkled at her peppery tone. “I—yes, how foolish of me. I did intend to see you, but not unannounced. I sent word last night that I intended to call, but the message must have been misdelivered by my courier. He was taking care of several missives at once, you see, and perhaps he lost track of the one for you.”

      She worried her lip. That was a reasonable explanation, but not one she was ready to accept entirely. She knew the men of his kind too well. And she also knew not to upset them, so she forced herself to soften her tone. “Well, I suppose that must happen. As you can see, though, I was not at home.”

      He nodded. “Yes, your butler told me you were off to visit a few of the other dowagers here on the row. I hope you had a nice time.”

      He smiled and her heart did the strangest little patter that she forced herself to ignore. Nervousness would do that. It meant nothing else.

      “What did you want here, Blackvale?” she asked.

      “I was only checking in on you, Your Grace.” He glanced back toward the house. “I did not have an appointment, so I know I may be intruding, but might we have a moment? Just to talk.”

      She glanced at Higgins, still waiting at the door. The butler met her stare evenly and looked at the ready to help her dismiss this man. That fact gave her a little strength. This was her house, not Silas’s. She was in charge. If she let this man in, it was because she chose to allow him entry. And she could revoke that permission just as swiftly.

      She examined Blackvale’s face. He did look earnestly interested in talking to her. But he wasn’t being lewd in his attentions, like some of Silas’s friends had been in the weeks since his death. Making little comments about her needing company. She shuddered just thinking about it.

      But Blackvale had never been like those other men. No, he’d been nothing but polite to her over the years. Kind when they spoke. He was a gentleman of the truest sense, at least by appearance and public behavior. For now, she would choose to believe that was his true character.

      And if she let him in, she knew it was more likely this would be finished and she could ensure he didn’t return.

      “Your Grace?” he said softly.

      She motioned toward the door. “Of course. Please, come in.”

      He followed her inside and she gave Higgins a slight smile. “I apologize for the trouble, Higgins.” She glanced back at Blackvale. “Would you like tea, Your Grace?”

      “Thank you, no. I think you just came from tea, so I would not trouble you.”

      She blinked. Silas would have demanded tea. Although he also would never have allowed her to take tea outside of the house, either.

      She entered the parlor and Blackvale followed. She felt him at her back, the heat of him, the presence, even though he didn’t get too close. Still, her heart beat faster and she gripped her hands into fists to stop them from shaking as she sat in one of the chairs and motioned for him to take the settee across from her.

      He did so and then he just…looked at her. She shifted beneath that focused regard. “What was it you wished to discuss?”

      He blinked as if he’d been pulled from deep thoughts. “Yes, of course. I only wanted to check that you were settling in well. I know you relocated only yesterday.”

      Her lips pinched. “And who told you about my situation?”

      “Theo.” He shook his head. “Forgive me, the Duke of Lightmorrow.”

      “I know who Theo is,” she said softly, and to her surprise, there was a slight twitch to his cheek. “Lightmorrow is a gossip. Which must mean that people are talking about me.”

      Blackvale swallowed. “I would not sport with your intelligence and say that wasn’t true, Your Grace. You know there has been interest in your situation since…” He hesitated and his voice cracked as he continued, “Since Silas’s death.”

      For a moment, she felt a cacophony of reactions to his genuine emotions. First was surprise. Men didn’t often show their hearts, and yet it was plain that Blackvale was truly pained by the loss of his old friend. Her second emotion was anger. Silas didn’t deserve such loyalty and grief. Especially not from a man like this. One who seemed, at least outwardly, to be the opposite of her husband.

      But the last emotion that washed over her was more surprising. She felt…envy. Jealousy that Blackvale could feel something so pure toward Silas. That he was not damaged by her husband’s cruelty and could experience a normal progression of grief for his friend. Something so unlike the tangled and complicated path of her own.

      “I suppose it makes sense that I am their current topic,” she said, turning her face so he wouldn’t see her emotions too plainly. They would reveal too much, she feared.

      “I can understand why that focused regard would be difficult, but if it helps, I don’t think anyone was saying anything in a negative light. Just that you had moved from the main house here to the Row.” He frowned. “I am surprised that Franklin would insist on such a thing.”

      “No, you aren’t,” she said softly, and now she did meet his eyes. “You’ve known the new duke as long as you knew Silas. You know who and what he is. That he waited two months to overrun the household and push me out was an exercise in great restraint for him.”

      His nostrils flared. “He did it cruelly?”

      She laughed, though she felt no humor. “It wasn’t done kindly, at the very least.”

      Anger flickered across his handsome features and she found herself tensing against it, even though it didn’t seem to be directed at her. “I will speak to him on your behalf, I will demand—”

      She reached across the gap of space between them and briefly touched his forearm. There was a surprising crackle of awareness that ripped through her when she did, so she snatched her hand away. It had done its duty, at any rate, silencing him as he simply…stared at her.

      “I appreciate your intentions,” she said gently. “But moving from the home I shared with Silas looks to be a blessing, not a curse, in the end. There were too many memories there. Here, at least, I can begin to move on.”

      She knew he would interpret her words in one way, rather than the way she meant them. And his expression relaxed, as she hoped it would. He nodded. “I can understand that.”

      “I hope that answers your questions,” she said, and glanced toward the door.

      He followed her gaze and then his eyes returned to her. “Your Grace, I would like to offer my services.”

      She stared at him. “Services?”

      “Yes,” he said. “Silas was one of my dearest friends, after all. And since his heir is not behaving in the most gentlemanly fashion, I think the duty must fall to me to offer you support and ensure your comfort.”

      Valaria pursed her lips. “That’s
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