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            Prologue

         
         
            1767

            Carlyle Castle

         

         The wedding was small, as it should have been. The bride, after all, was long past the blush of youth, and the groom, even
            older, was a widower.
         

         
         But this bride dearly loved a party and was not about to miss a chance to throw one. The wedding might have been small and
            private, but the celebration which followed was neither.
         

         
         The bailey court of Carlyle Castle had been transformed, with tents and awnings and a parquet dance floor assembled by a crew of carpenters. A lavish spread of delicacies wrought rapturous praise from the guests, and a string quartet played under the dining room windows. As if to bless the union, the sun shone warmly in a crystal blue sky and a light breeze kept the dancers from becoming heated. When the sun began to set, footmen moved from tree to tent, hanging dozens of lit lanterns until they outnumbered the stars and illuminated the bailey almost as brightly as day. 

         
         Sophia Constance St. James, Duchess of Carlyle, presided contentedly over the scene from the largest tent. It was more like
            a village fair than a London ball, which was exactly how her daughter had wanted it. And there hadn’t been a party at the
            castle in . . . goodness, years and years. It was good to hear laughter echoing off the stone walls again.
         

         
         Her fond gaze found her daughter in the crowd, beaming into her new husband’s face. From the far side of the lawn boomed Stephen’s
            boisterous laughter. He was probably instigating a game of bowls or even an archery tournament. Her youngest son was like
            that. He had played a large part in planning the festivities, and he had been responsible for inviting the entire parish of
            St. Mary’s, where he was soon to take the post of vicar. Every lord, squire, merchant, and farmer within ten miles was here.
         

         
         As she watched, the bridal couple turned and started toward her. The duchess’s heart almost burst with maternal pride. Her
            daughter might be old for a new bride—already thirty—but she was still beautiful and filled with joy. She wore a crepe silver
            gown that glittered in the twilight, and there were pink roses in her piled-high hair. But it was the luminous smile on her
            face that made the duchess’s throat tighten with happiness.
         

         
         “Here you are, Mama,” said Jessica happily, sitting on the settee next to her. She held out her arms to her bridegroom. “Give
            her to me, Miles.”
         

         
         Miles Kirkpatrick was tall and somber, impressive in his army uniform, his dark hair gone gray at the temples. But his expression was warm and tender as he handed over the little girl he held. Only then did he turn to his new mother-in-law and bow crisply. “An exquisite day, ma’am, of intense happiness. Thank you from the bottom of my heart.” 

         
         She raised her brows. “I only threw the party, Colonel. You and my daughter form the exquisitely happy part.”

         
         He smiled, and Jessica laughed. “Don’t we, though?” She glanced around. “Where is Johnny?”

         
         “He tired and went inside.” The duke had been determined to see his sister wed. He had even walked her to the altar, but that
            had exhausted his strength. He’d lasted only half an hour under the tents before retiring to the castle.
         

         
         “Ah,” said Jessica. “I shall go see him tomorrow to thank him.” Another burst of laughter made her look up, across the lawn
            to where her younger brother held court. “And I would thank Stephen not to start a riot!”
         

         
         The duchess smiled. “He would never.”

         
         “Not where you could see him,” her daughter murmured archly.
         

         
         By now she had got the little girl settled on her lap, but at this remark the child opened her mouth and gave a wide yawn.
            Her father murmured in worry, but Jessica simply stroked the girl’s hair and smiled. “Poor Pippa! We’ve kept you out here
            so long. Are you very tired, darling?”
         

         
         The little chin set. The child shook her head.

         
         “Now, Pippa, it is time for bed. Where is Asmat?” asked her father, naming the Indian ayah who was the child’s nurse.

         
         “Don’t know,” said his daughter. She put her arms around Jessica’s neck. “Want to stay with Mama.”

         
         Husband and wife exchanged a glance. Across the grass, the musicians had progressed from stately dances to rollicking country
            ones, the very sort Jessica loved best.
         

         
         “Leave her with me,” said the duchess. “No doubt the nursemaid will come soon.”

         
         Hugging the little girl close, Jessica hesitated. “Are you certain, Mama?”

         
         She gave a stern look. “As if I didn’t raise four children. I think I shall be able to handle one small girl.” She waved her
            hands to shoo them away. “Go! Dance and be merry!”
         

         
         “If you insist.” Gently Jessica deposited the child on the settee in her place. She bent down to speak to the girl, her fair
            curls brushing the child’s dark ones. After a moment’s whispered conversation, Jessica rose and took her bridegroom’s arm.
            “We shall be right over there,” she said—to the duchess or to the child, it wasn’t clear.
         

         
         “I know where you will be,” said her mother dryly. “Have faith, my dear.”

         
         The colonel went down on one knee and kissed his daughter’s forehead, her face so tiny in his hands. The little girl reached
            out and held on to a button of his scarlet coat. He murmured something to her, loosened her hand from his coat and kissed
            her fingers, then rose. “Thank you, ma’am,” he said, bowing again as Lady Jessica made a face of amused impatience at her
            mother. “Send for Asmat if—”
         

         
         “Yes, yes.” She flicked one hand again. “One would think you don’t trust me.”

         
         His face blanked with alarm, but Jessica burst out laughing. “Of course we do! We don’t want to put you out. But since you insist . . .” She gave the child a cheery wave and took her husband’s hand, pulling him back toward the dancing. 

         
         The duchess looked at the little girl, who gazed fearlessly back. Jessica had told her Colonel Kirkpatrick had a young daughter,
            but today was the first time she’d met the child. “You’re Philippa,” she said.
         

         
         “Philippa Noor un-nisa Kirkpatrick,” was the reply, with surprising confidence.

         
         “Your father calls you Pippa.”

         
         She nodded. “Papa and Pippa.” She was quiet for a moment. “And now Mama, since Ammi is gone.”

         
         Ammi must be her mother, who had died a year ago. Her Grace nodded gently. She knew what it was like to lose someone dear.

         
         “What is your name?”
         

         
         Her Grace’s brows went up. “Sophia Constance St. James, Duchess of Carlyle.” The little girl’s nose wrinkled in disgust. “Perhaps
            you will call me something else,” suggested the duchess, amused.
         

         
         “Are you a daadee?” Philippa asked curiously.

         
         “What is a daadee?”

         
         “Ammi’s ammi. She gave me this before we came here on the ship.” Philippa patted the gold and jade pendant on a string of
            pearls around her neck. It was far too ornate for a child, but Jessica had been reading voraciously about India, and she said
            jewels on children weren’t unusual there.
         

         
         “Ah.” The duchess nodded, but with a twinge. She was not a grandmother—not yet. “Would you like to call me Daadee?”

         
         The little face brightened. “Yes!”

         
         Her Grace was charmed. “Then I shall be Daadee.”

         
         “Daadee,” repeated Philippa happily.

         
         “Are you pleased to have a mama?”

         
         Philippa nodded. “Mama’s dress is lovely.”

         
         The duchess smiled in delight. “Yes, it is. So is yours.”

         
         Philippa slid off the settee and spun around, watching her yellow skirts bell around her. At the end she gave a couple of
            hops to make the ribbons flutter. “Papa gave it to me.”
         

         
         “That was very kind of him.” It was clear the colonel doted on his daughter—surprisingly so, for a man of his age and profession.
            The duchess had never known army men to be sentimental.
         

         
         Philippa climbed back onto the settee. “Your dress is lovely, too, Daadee.”

         
         The duchess looked at her own gown of deep blue silk, lavishly embroidered and dripping with Brussels lace. “Thank you,” she
            replied, amused all over again.
         

         
         The child sat so primly on the settee, her little feet dangling off the edge. Another yawn almost made her fall over.

         
         “Are you tired?” asked the duchess.

         
         Philippa shook her head. “No, no, no!” Then she ruined it by yawning again.

         
         “Perhaps you would like a cup of milk.”

         
         Philippa regarded her with suspicion for a moment before slowly nodding. The duchess raised a hand, and a footman waiting nearby stepped forward. “Bring a cup of fresh milk for Miss Kirkpatrick.” The man nodded and whisked away, returning in a few minutes. The duchess handed it to the child, who lifted the cup with both hands and drank it all. She gave a gusty sigh, and her eyelids drooped. 

         
         Of course she was tired. She was all of three years old and it had been a long day. Still, the duchess was impressed by her
            fortitude. At that age, Stephen would have been a howling demon, throwing a temper fit on the ground, and Johnny likely would
            have bitten someone by now. Her boys had been wild and energetic creatures.
         

         
         But then, to Her Grace’s astonishment, Philippa set down the cup and crawled right into her lap. She squirmed around, finding
            her preferred position, then turned up her head to gaze at the duchess. A little smile creased her plump cheeks, and then
            those big dark eyes closed and she went to sleep.
         

         
         For a moment the duchess was frozen. Her arms had gone around the child instinctively, even though it had been a long time
            since anyone had crawled into her lap. But the little girl heaved a shuddering, sleepy sigh and nestled against her, and Her
            Grace’s grip tightened.
         

         
         She sat for some time, inhaling the warm scent of the little girl, marveling at the silky texture of the dark curls brushing
            her arm. Philippa slept so soundly, so trustingly. At times her mouth worked as if she were sucking her thumb, just as Jessica
            had done as a child. It brought a fond smile to Her Grace’s face. It would be good to have a young one in the house again—and
            hopefully there would be more. Jessica was wed now, and Stephen would surely settle down soon.
         

         
         She only gradually became aware of the whispers behind her. This tent was the most elaborately outfitted, but also now the quietest, as the duke had returned to the castle and most of the guests were clustered around the dancing area. The housekeeper had sent the maids out to start tidying up, and two of them were clearing the tables where guests had earlier dined on collared veal, lobster patties, and a fragrant dish called curry, made from the colonel’s own receipt. 

         
         “Brown little thing, ain’t she,” whispered one of the maids.

         
         “I heard her mam was one of those Indian concubines,” whispered the other. “Fair strange for a man like the colonel to bring
            home a by-blow.”
         

         
         The first maid giggled. “Sticks out, don’t she?”

         
         “Wonder how long they’ll keep her about,” whispered the other. “Once Lady Jessica has a babe, and this one looks so different.”

         
         “You there,” said the duchess sharply. With a clatter of china, both maids went silent. “Come here, both of you.”

         
         Deathly pale, the two girls hurried to curtsy in front of her. Her Grace looked them both up and down, allowing her displeasure
            to show. “What is your name?”
         

         
         “Sarah Wood, ma’am,” murmured the first one in a trembling voice, dipping another curtsy.

         
         “Jane Carter, Your Grace,” whispered the second. She held her apron in a white-knuckled grip.

         
         “Have you so little to do that you can stand about gossiping?” The duchess raised her brow as they both shook their heads
            frantically. “Both of you think yourself superior to this child, I take it.”
         

         
         “No, Your Grace,” said one in a tiny voice. The other girl merely shook her head again, her eyes wide and terrified.

         
         The duchess stared at them coldly for another long moment. “Good. I will not abide that in this house. Sarah Wood, fetch a
            blanket for my granddaughter. Jane Carter, take those tablecloths to the laundry.”
         

         
         The maids stammered out apologies as they bobbed more curtsies and fled. Sarah Wood came running back a few minutes later
            with a blanket, and tucked it carefully around the sleeping girl. Her Grace dismissed the maid with a silent nod, still irate
            at their conversation.
         

         
         No one mocked or belittled her guests, let alone an innocent child who was now part of her family. Her Grace studied the angelic
            little face resting against her arm and felt a piece of her heart melt. Daadee. Not a grandmother, but very nearly. Careful not to disturb her sleeping burden, she settled more comfortably in her chair.
         

         
         At some point the bridal couple whirled back, Jessica’s silver dress rumpled and the roses in her hair drooping but her face
            flushed with happiness. The colonel’s own smile vanished when he saw where Philippa was.
         

         
         “Oh, the poor little dear,” cried Jessica softly.

         
         “I’m very sorry, ma’am,” said the colonel, reaching for his daughter. “Let me take her.”

         
         “Why?”

         
         He flushed. “I should have found Asmat to put her to bed.”

         
         “I have her.” The duchess raised a brow, looking between the two of them. “Go along and have your fun, my dears. Do not waste your wedding day. Don’t worry about her—or me.” 

         
         Jessica smiled. Lightly she brushed one hand over Philippa’s dark curls. “Thank you, Mama.”

         
         “That is too kind, madam,” murmured her husband.

         
         “It is my pleasure,” said the duchess serenely. “I will take good care of her for as long as you need me to.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter One

         
         
            1787

            London

         

         “You’ve done what?”
         

         
         William Montclair grinned at his younger brother’s incredulous expression. “Made you look up from the ledgers,” he said with
            a wink.
         

         
         The ledgers were a spot of contention. Jack fretted over them like an old woman, counting and tallying every column twice.
            Will, on the other hand, preferred not to look at the accounts at all, particularly not now, given the bad news they held.
         

         
         Jack slammed the book shut and leapt to his feet. “Damn it, Will, stop teasing!”

         
         “I’m not teasing.” He leaned back and propped one boot on a corner of the desk, plucking a walnut from the bowl there. “I’ve
            been offered a position.”
         

         
         His brother stared at him. “You have a bloody job! This one!”
         

         
         Will lifted one shoulder, cracking the walnut shell. “But this one is a good post. It pays well, and I shall make the acquaintances of important people.” He nodded knowingly at his brother. “Thought I’d done a complete lark, eh?” 

         
         Jack glowered at him. “You have.”

         
         “Wasn’t it you who told me just the other day that our accounts are running perilously low?” Will frowned thoughtfully as
            he picked the nutmeats from the fractured shell. “Or was that some other brother of mine?”
         

         
         Jack flung up one hand in aggravation. “Of course we’re low on funds, we’ve been here almost four months. But the best way
            to replenish the coffers is to build this business, not take an Englishman’s job.”
         

         
         “The quickest way to get money is to find someone who will give it to us,” noted Will.

         
         “Instead of doing what Pa asked us to do?”

         
         “All I have to do is manage a farm,” said Will. He popped the walnut into his mouth.

         
         Jack stared at him in amazement. “How well can that pay?”

         
         “Better than you’d think,” said Will, dodging the question. “I won’t do it forever, just until we’re on better footing here.”
            His brother shook his head, muttering. Will played his ace. “Besides, I thought you’d be pleased to get me out of your way.”
         

         
         From the length of the following silence, Will knew he had him. Jack was the one with the head for this business, to say nothing
            of the passion and drive. Will was nominally in charge, but the truth was he didn’t enjoy it.
         

         
         In Boston he had. His father had put him in charge of maintaining the ships, and Will loved that—he checked every ship from prow to stern himself, climbing the rigging and inspecting the hulls. He’d been apprenticed to a shipwright for a few years, while Jack had been apprenticed to a merchant to learn bookkeeping. Those had been wise choices, as both took to their respective trades like ducks to water. And then Pa sent the pair of them to London, to establish their shipping firm there. 

         
         In theory they ought to have been a perfect team, yet somehow they hadn’t quite managed to work in harmony. Jack always thought
            he’d been stuck with the dull parts, even though he didn’t like being on the deck of a ship, and Will felt like he might suffocate
            if he had to sit at a desk all day.
         

         
         So, after four months of butting heads and bruised feelings, he’d found a way out that would benefit both of them.

         
         “But that’s not what Pa told us to do.” His brother still looked uneasy.

         
         Will waved one hand. “How could Pa know how things would go once we reached London? We’re just redistributing the work. You’ll
            tend to this business, and I’ll keep us afloat until then.”
         

         
         Jack drummed his fingers on his hip. He was weakening, seduced by the siren lure of having a free hand with Montclair and
            Sons. “How long do you plan to manage this farm?”
         

         
         Will made a face. “How long will it take you to put us upright? I daresay no more than a few months. A year at the utmost.”

         
         “A year!”

         
         “Make us rich sooner and I’ll give notice.” Will grinned.

         
         Jack scowled. “What if I need help? Pa sent us both because it’s a lot to do, Will.”

         
         “Hire a clerk. He’ll work cheaper than I will.”

         
         His brother snorted. “And probably better, too.”

         
         “Probably,” agreed Will, because it aligned with what he wanted to do. Now was not the time to defend his abilities.

         
         For a long moment Jack stared out the window at the wharves below, teeming with sailors and dock workers, loading and unloading
            the vast number of ships in the docks. London hummed with commerce, and they both knew Montclair could thrive here. The long
            war with England was over, and any lingering hard feelings were best soothed by liberal application of profits on both sides.
         

         
         “I don’t like it,” muttered Jack at last.

         
         “Which part?” Will wanted to know. “The sudden influx of steady income? The end of our arguments over every expense?” He snapped
            his fingers. “It must be the loss of my constant company, and the dread of having our lodgings all to yourself.”
         

         
         Jack gave him a dark look. They’d been on top of each other since leaving Boston, first on board the ship, then in the cramped
            rooms they’d taken in Wapping. “Why are you so keen to do this?”
         

         
         Now it was Will’s turn to look away. He took another walnut from the bowl. “A change of scenery.”

         
         “Am I so dreadful to work with?” asked his brother in a low, strained voice.

         
         “No!” Will shot to his feet and grimaced at Jack’s doleful expression. “It’s not that. It’s . . . this.” He waved one hand
            around the tiny office. “I don’t like being trapped indoors. Sitting here every day, poring over ledgers and squeezing every
            penny, is going to drive me to drink. I want to do something.”
         

         
         Slowly Jack came back to his chair. “What will you tell Pa?”

         
         “I don’t see any reason to tell him at all. It’s coming on to winter, and I don’t have to take up residence at the estate
            until spring.”
         

         
         “So you’d still be here?”

         
         Will nodded. “But able to afford better lodgings. And also able to do Montclair business, if needed.”

         
         Jack’s eyes flashed his way. “You’d cede control to me, though?”

         
         The words sent a funny ripple through him. He’d always been the leader, the instigator, the authority in everything they did,
            from smuggling a puppy into the house as boys to launching an office of the family business in London. He and Jack were barely
            a year apart in age, but their ranking had been unquestioned. What would it be like to take direction from Jack instead of
            give it?
         

         
         “Yes,” he said, shaking off that qualm.

         
         His brother heaved a sigh. “I can’t stop you, can I? So I might as well go along with it.”

         
         “Might as well,” Will agreed.

         
         “If it doesn’t work, I will tell Pa,” Jack warned.
         

         
         Will made a face. “So he can cross the ocean to thrash us both? If we both do as we ought, everything will go smoothly. He
            won’t even need to know.”
         

         
         “You don’t want me to tell him.” Jack’s eyes narrowed in renewed suspicion. “Will, what are you doing?”
         

         
         He reached for his hat, hanging on the back of his chair. “Exactly what I told you. But there’s no assurance it will work out, you see? What if I’m no good at farming and get sacked?” He shook his head mournfully. “Put aside your own enjoyment of the prospect. I would prefer not to trumpet it about. If it should happen, I will come back with my tail between my legs, suitably humbled.” 

         
         Jack gave a bark of laughter. “Humbled! You?”

         
         Will wagged a finger at him. “But if I succeed . . .” He set the hat on his head. “Montclair will be profitable, free of debt,
            and I shall return to it, hopefully with a wealth of new connections in hand. That’s what he charged us to do, isn’t it?”
         

         
         “Well—Yes . . .”

         
         He grinned and spread wide his arms, waiting.

         
         After a moment Jack sighed again. “All right. I won’t tell anyone. But your word—no more than a year.”

         
         “I pledge it on my sacred honor.” Will swept a bow. “Au revoir, mon frère.”

         
         Jack was still staring at him doubtfully as Will closed the door and clattered down the stairs.

         
         The office they’d let was within shouting distance of the quays, in one of the innumerable little streets that formed a labyrinth
            along the waterfront. Will strode along the twisting lane, dodging the ragged boys waiting to pick his pocket, jumping over
            the sewer that ran through the cobblestones. To his left, masts of ships rose like a forest of bare trees above the rooftops,
            including the Mary Catherine, the ship which had brought him and Jack across the Atlantic. Behind him shone the gleaming golden dome of St. Paul’s cathedral, and as he crossed Bridge Street he could see the hulk of the Fleet Prison looming darkly to the north. They’d both been warned about the Fleet, where debtors got sent. To the south was the river, the bright sunlight glinting off the silvery surface, teeming with energy and commerce. 

         
         He liked London more than he had expected to. He’d heard it was a dirty, crowded city, where squalor and crime crept right
            up to the elegant mansions of dukes and princes. That wasn’t wholly wrong; the area near the quays was filthy, crowded, and
            dangerous at times. But Will had spent his free hours walking through the city, and thought it wondrous. As vibrant as Boston
            was, it was nothing to London, where the streets were lit every night by lamplighters, where the rattle of carriage wheels
            rang over cobbles until late at night. There were concerts and theaters and pleasure gardens and museums the likes of which
            he’d never seen. He and Jack had paid their two shillings to see the armory and menagerie at the Tower, and both had been
            dumbstruck by the Tower itself, seven hundred years old.
         

         
         He walked up Fleet Street and turned into Chancery Lane, then into a small court. These houses were at least as old as the
            ones near the quay, but their stones were steeped in money and power, with nothing of the dirt of the rope works or the stench
            of the fish market.
         

         
         He let himself in at one door and nodded to the clerk. “I’d like a word with Mr. Edwards. He’ll be expecting me.”

         
         “Yes, sir.” The clerk took his card and vanished through a door. Too restless to sit, Will hung his hat on a hook behind the
            door and prowled the room, which was well-appointed with wainscoting, a pair of elegant chairs by the fireplace, and the clerk’s
            high desk by the window. It was much grander than the shabby office he and Jack had.
         

         
         What was he doing? he asked himself for the tenth time. For all his confidence in front of his brother, he wasn’t entirely sure.
         

         
         It had been a lark, really, that got him here in the first place. He’d been strolling in the nearby Square, studying the houses
            and offices, when he literally bumped into Roger Edwards. After some apologies, the lawyer had asked about his accent. He’d
            been fascinated by Will’s stories of America. Before Will knew it, the two of them had made several circuits of Lincoln’s
            Inn, and then Edwards invited him to a nearby coffeehouse. They’d sat there and talked for another hour, first about Will’s
            business and then gradually about Mr. Edwards’s.
         

         
         He was the lawyer for an old aristocratic family, in London to look for a new estate steward, as the prior one had been forced
            into retirement by old age and ill health. He spoke very candidly, even fondly of the estate and the family, as if they were
            his own. By the time they’d drunk several cups of coffee, Will was fascinated by the bucolic vision the solicitor wove, and
            when the man sighed about the difficulties he’d had finding a suitable steward, the words popped unbidden out of his mouth.
         

         
         Sounds like something I could do.

         
         He still couldn’t believe he’d said it. Even less believably, Edwards had looked at him for a moment and nodded before asking,
            “Would you like the position, then?”
         

         
         And for some wholly inexplicable reason, Will had replied, “I believe I might.”

         
         The door behind him opened. “This way, Mr. Montclair.” The clerk ushered him down a short corridor to a larger, better appointed
            room.
         

         
         The lawyer stood behind his desk. He was a tall, spare fellow in his late fifties with thinning brown hair, dressed all in black with round wire-rimmed spectacles perched on his nose. At Will’s entrance, he bowed politely. “Mr. Montclair.” 

         
         “Mr. Edwards.” Will covered his growing uncertainty with an elaborate bow of his own. “Here I am, as promised.”

         
         The lawyer smiled slightly. “I am delighted by it. Please, be seated.”

         
         Will dropped into the chair. The shelves behind the lawyer were lined with tall ledgers and thick law books. He didn’t particularly
            enjoy doing the ledgers for Montclair and Sons. God above, would he have to sit in an office like this, surrounded by books
            like that? What had he been thinking, to entertain this idea?
         

         
         “Have you an answer for me?” Mr. Edwards resumed his own chair. Sunlight from the tall windows beside him reflected off his
            spectacles, hiding his eyes. His expression gave away nothing.
         

         
         Will’s heart thudded hard against his breastbone. He could still turn it down, walk away from this, go back to Jack and tell
            him he’d changed his mind.
         

         
         “I have a few questions.” His hands were damp, and he pressed them to his thighs before clasping them on his knee. “Regarding
            my residence at the estate . . .”
         

         
         Edwards nodded. “Of course. There is a cottage reserved for the estate steward. It is not large, but perfectly comfortable
            for a single man.” He paused, then gave a surprised smile. “Of course, I never asked, did I? If you have a wife and children.”
         

         
         Will shook his head. “I don’t.”

         
         “Then I daresay you’ll find it more than sufficient. There is also a gig reserved for the steward’s use, with horses supplied
            by His Grace’s stable. An allotment from the farms. I presume you have no staff of your own?” At Will’s short shake of his
            head, Edwards went on. “I have confidence you will be able to engage any servants you require from the Castle or the nearby
            town, which may be most convenient as they will be familiar with the parish.”
         

         
         Will cleared his throat. “That all sounds acceptable.” It sounded rather lavish, actually. “But you indicated the steward
            would be expected to remain in London initially. Why is that?”
         

         
         Edwards smiled again. “I’ve been managing the Carlyle estate for nearly two years now, since the former steward fell ill.
            I’m afraid I’ve developed my own particular methods and preferences, and wish to see them continued. After a few months’ instruction,
            I expect you’ll be ready to manage in person.”
         

         
         Will rubbed one finger over a scuff mark on the side of his boot. Did he really need months of instruction? “Wouldn’t it be
            better to begin in place?”
         

         
         The attorney looked at him for a long moment. Will wished the sun would move faster, so he could see the man’s eyes. “Alas.
            I must be here in London for most of the winter. It is more convenient for me to have you here.”
         

         
         There was no way around that, then. Will abandoned the subject. “I assume the winter would be a trial of sorts, to see if
            you find me satisfactory.”
         

         
         Mr. Edwards’s chin dipped. The glare off his spectacle lenses vanished, and Will could see his dark eyes, sharp and assessing. “If you have changed your mind, sir—” 

         
         “No.” He cleared his throat and sat up straighter. “But I don’t wish to be out on the street in a few weeks. It takes time
            to learn any new command, and I would like some assurances.”
         

         
         “Ah.” Again that faint smile crossed the attorney’s face. “Shall we contract for a six month engagement? If you wish to give
            up the position sooner, I of course would not stop you.”
         

         
         “No,” said Will almost before the man had finished his sentence. “You needn’t worry about that. Six months it is.”

         
         He left after Mr. Edwards promised to draw up a contract with wages and conditions. After boasting to Jack that he would keep
            them in funds for the next few months, Will wanted to be sure he could do it. By spring Jack should have secured some contracts
            in time for the shipping season and established the toehold they needed in London. By spring, Will would probably have had
            his fill of managing a ducal estate and be eager to go back to sea.
         

         
         And if not . . . Well, he would have satisfied his curiosity.

         
         And that would be enough.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         
            1788

            Carlyle Castle

         

         “The new steward has arrived at last,” Mrs. Potter said, picking through herbs and ointments in the housekeeper’s private
            pantry.
         

         
         Philippa Kirkpatrick smiled. The saga of the new steward for Carlyle Castle had taken on shades of melodrama. The former steward
            had retired in ill health two years ago. Desperate for assistance running the estate, Mr. Edwards, the Carlyle attorney, had
            argued for months before Her Grace grudgingly gave permission to engage one last summer. The attorney had wasted no time,
            engaging a Mr. Montclair on his very next trip to London. All winter long the man had been working in town under Mr. Edwards’s
            guidance, with the expectation that he would assume full command at the Castle in spring.
         

         
         And now he was here. It was so rare that someone new came to Carlyle, Mr. Montclair’s impending arrival had intrigued the castle’s residents for weeks—including, it seemed, the housekeeper. 

         
         “Oh? What is your impression of the man?” she asked Mrs. Potter.

         
         “Not what I expected,” replied the woman primly. She selected some dried lavender and Epsom salts, and began crushing them
            in a mortar. The Duke of Carlyle had caught a cold, and the doctor had recommended hot bath soaks. Even now the servants were
            filling the tub. “I wonder what Her Grace will think of him.”
         

         
         Philippa turned in surprise. “What do you mean? How is he surprising?”

         
         Mrs. Potter gave a tight shake of her head. “I don’t like to say, Miss Kirkpatrick. You must decide for yourself.”

         
         Mrs. Potter was fond of saying that. Decide for yourself, she would charge, in such a tone and demeanor that made perfectly clear what conclusion she expected one to reach. The duchess
            said Mrs. Potter was simply seeking confirmation that her impression was correct, but then the duchess was the only one who
            dared contradict the housekeeper.
         

         
         “Of course I shall,” replied Philippa. “Has he been presented to Her Grace yet?”

         
         Mrs. Potter snorted. “Only if Mr. Edwards is a fool, which he is not.”

         
         Her curiosity now truly piqued, Philippa removed her apron. “No, he certainly is not. Send the mixture directly to His Grace’s
            rooms when it’s ready, please.” She let herself out and went in search of the attorney.
         

         
         Philippa was mistress of the house in all but name. She met with Mrs. Potter to plan the menus and direct the kitchens. She approved the household accounts and oversaw the renovation of the music room and dining room after a ruinous water leak. She supervised the gardeners and kept track of which paintings needed to be rotated out of the sunlight and held the keys to the silver and tea chests. She didn’t entertain, because there were few if any guests at the castle. 

         
         It was an unusual position for her to have, but she loved it. Carlyle Castle was the only home she could remember, and the
            St. Jameses the only family she had left. The duke, gentle and frail, was like a kindly uncle. The duchess had treated her
            like a beloved granddaughter from the beginning. Philippa returned this love and devotion in full, and she suspected that
            she understood the duchess better than anyone else did.
         

         
         And she knew that the duchess was already very suspicious of this new steward.

         
         Mr. Edwards had been singing the man’s praises since hiring him last year, becoming almost rapturous at the prospect of installing
            him in Stone Cottage, the steward’s estate quarters. The more glowing his reports, though, the more certain Her Grace became
            that Mr. Edwards was trying to conceal something terrible about the man. “I have never seen Mr. Edwards this complimentary
            of anyone,” she complained to Philippa. “One can only imagine what defects he is trying to conceal!”
         

         
         As usual, the duchess was not quiet about her apprehension. Philippa had heard there were wagers on how long the steward would last. Between the duchess’s expectation that she would have to sack the fellow on sight and the raging curiosity of everyone from the laundry maids to the butler, the poor man might well turn tail and flee, no matter how ardently Mr. Edwards welcomed him. 

         
         What on earth could this Montclair be like? Philippa very much doubted Mr. Edwards, who’d had to argue long and hard to get
            permission to hire any steward at all, would have chosen carelessly.
         

         
         In the gallery she met Emily Calvert. Miss Calvert had been engaged to marry Lord Stephen before his shocking and untimely
            death. As the anniversary of that tragedy was approaching, the duchess had invited the poor woman to the castle for a few
            days, to pay her respects.
         

         
         Philippa liked Miss Calvert. She still wore black for Lord Stephen, and had dedicated the year since his passing to ministering
            to the downtrodden. Lord Stephen had been the vicar at St. Mary’s, and Emily would have made an ideal vicar’s wife. She was
            kind, patient, and gentle, and the most sympathetic listener Philippa had ever encountered.
         

         
         “Have you seen Mr. Edwards?” she asked Philippa. “I’ve just had a letter from my mother. A tree has fallen on the school in
            Kittleston, and there is a large hole in the roof. I don’t wish to trouble anyone,” she added hastily. “It is only . . . I
            suspect he might not know what has happened in the village, and yet His Grace has always been so generous with his support.”
         

         
         “Of course,” Philippa assured her. “He will wish to know, and I’m sure His Grace will wish to help. He will remember how devoted
            Lord Stephen was to the pupils there.”
         

         
         Everyone always spoke as if the duke made all the decisions. In reality, it was the duchess who had the ultimate word. She would remember Lord Stephen’s passion for teaching the children his favorite classics, how he would leap upon a chair to
            roar at the ceiling like a demented King Lear, or creep around a door with a cloak over his head to portray the temptation
            of Doctor Faustus. He had been a great favorite in the village of Kittleston, especially among the children.
         

         
         Emily wilted in gratitude. “I do hope so. His Grace is kindness itself, as is Mr. Edwards.”

         
         Philippa smiled. “I was in search of him myself. When I find him, I will tell him you wish a word.”

         
         “Thank you, Miss Kirkpatrick.”

         
         A footman directed her to the south lawn. Centuries ago it had been the bailey, but the duchess had transformed it into a
            walled garden, with a broad sun-bathed lawn at the center of it. Philippa used to have picnics under awnings here with her
            stepmother and other children from the estate.
         

         
         She shaded her eyes to survey it, catching sight of two men walking around the wisteria toward her. One was Mr. Edwards, sober
            and familiar, the sun glinting off his spectacle frames. The other must be the new steward.
         

         
         And he made Philippa stop in her tracks.

         
         In spite of the duchess’s fears, the new steward had not inspired a very radical image in Philippa’s mind. A tall sturdy fellow, she’d guessed, the sort of man people would instinctively respect. Spectacles, most likely, from poring over ledgers all day. A brown suit—perhaps gray, but somehow Philippa was most certain about this detail. He might be stiff and hawkeyed or round and avuncular, but he would be somberly, plainly dressed. 

         
         This man looked like a pirate. His long dark hair, held back by his hat, flowed loosely to his shoulders. He wore a bright blue
            coat with white facings and a sea captain’s boots. His waistcoat of rich yellow brocade wouldn’t have been out of place at
            the French court. There was even—she almost gasped—a golden hoop in one earlobe.
         

         
         And he was young, so much younger than she had expected. The duchess had muttered about Mr. Edwards engaging a “ramshackle
            young fellow” but “young” to the duchess meant forty, perhaps forty-five. This man could not have been more than thirty.
         

         
         Mr. Edwards caught sight of her and raised one hand, causing his companion to look up. Philippa’s breath stopped as she got
            a direct view of his face. Lean, tanned cheeks, a long nose, a sensuous mouth already quirked in a mischievous grin, and brown
            eyes that surveyed her with blatant interest.
         

         
         He was handsome. Rakishly, devilishly, dangerously gorgeous.
         

         
         Oh, the duchess was not going to like him.

         
         “Miss Kirkpatrick,” said Mr. Edwards as they drew near. “Allow me to present to you Mr. William Montclair, Carlyle’s new steward.
            Montclair, this is Miss Kirkpatrick, Her Grace’s dear confidant and companion.”
         

         
         Flustered, Philippa curtsied. “It is a pleasure, sir.”

         
         “Most decidedly mine, Miss Kirkpatrick,” he murmured, sweeping off his hat in a grand bow.

         
         “I was showing Mr. Montclair some of the grounds,” Mr. Edwards went on. “He is already familiar with the plans of the estate, of course, but nothing compares to seeing it in person.” He looked thoroughly pleased with himself. 

         
         “Ah.” She tried to keep her attention on the attorney, but her gaze kept flitting back to Mr. Montclair despite her desire
            not to. Do not stare, she reminded herself sternly—something he had clearly forgotten, from the way his attention was openly fixed on her. “How
            do you find the castle, sir?”
         

         
         One corner of his mouth curled, as if they shared a private joke. “Magnificent, of course. Mr. Edwards’s descriptions barely
            came close.” His voice was a rich, rolling tenor, tinged with a hint of French.
         

         
         He dressed like a pirate, he looked like a rake, and he sounded like a Frenchman. The duchess was not going to like him at all.
         

         
         “You shall have plenty of opportunity to judge for yourself,” she replied with a smile, smothering that warning thought.

         
         “I look forward to it.” He winked at her.

         
         Winked.

         
         She jerked her gaze back to Mr. Edwards. “Miss Calvert hoped to have a word with you.”

         
         His brows went up. “She did?”

         
         “Yes.” Philippa could feel Mr. Montclair’s eyes on her, which brought a responsive warmth in her face, and in consequence
            she kept talking when she should have let it go at the single word. “I met her in the gallery just now, and she was searching
            for you. On an important matter.”
         

         
         “I see,” said Mr. Edwards in surprise. He turned to the man beside him. “Montclair, would you excuse me? I must see to this.”

         
         Philippa flushed harder, realizing she had portrayed Miss Calvert’s errand as an emergency. “I am not sure where she was going from the gallery,” she babbled. “She may have gone into the garden or toward the—” She stopped, biting her lip. The crypt, she’d almost said. Where Lord Stephen was buried.
         

         
         “Of course,” said the solicitor after a pause, now faintly puzzled. “I shall look in both places.” He gave a brief smile,
            bowed, and walked off.
         

         
         “Not a sweetheart, I take it,” said Mr. Montclair in the silence.

         
         “Sweetheart?” she repeated, startled.

         
         He gave her a lazy, intimate grin. “That was the most animated I’ve ever seen Edwards. For a moment I thought to myself, It must be his sweetheart he’s pining to meet. The man has a heart after all.”
         

         
         She stiffened. “Of course he has a heart! He’s a kind and compassionate man, very mindful of his duty—”

         
         He shrugged. “He’s a lawyer.”

         
         Philippa frowned at him.

         
         “Is Miss Calvert the housekeeper?” Immune to her disapproval, he fell in step beside her as she turned back toward the house.

         
         “No. She is a guest.” She didn’t look at him. Up close he was even more startlingly attractive, and a devil seemed to be smirking
            out of his dark eyes.
         

         
         “A guest!” He made a soft noise of astonishment. “I was told the castle was virtually sealed to outsiders.”

         
         “Who told you that?”

         
         “Edwards.”

         
         “He did not!” she exclaimed. “He would never say such a thing—”

         
         “Not in those precise words,” he conceded, “but I understood it just the same.”

         
         Never mind the duchess; Philippa didn’t think she was going to like Mr. Montclair. “Then you understood wrongly, sir. The castle is merely remote. His Grace does not receive
            callers, and Her Grace prefers a quiet life.”
         

         
         “And?” he asked.

         
         Philippa frowned again. “And what?”

         
         “What about you? Do you receive callers? Or do you also prefer a quiet life?”

         
         She stopped and gave him a severe look, one that would have done the duchess proud. “How on earth could that possibly concern
            you?”
         

         
         He smiled at her guilelessly. “I merely wondered. The duke and duchess aren’t the only people who live here. I’m responsible
            for the estate, you know, including maintaining the roads and buildings on it. How much abuse and wear do they take?”
         

         
         For a moment she could only stare at him. The impertinence.
         

         
         Ignorance, she decided, was the only excuse—extreme ignorance, which was not a good omen. He was not English and did not know
            how things worked here. He had only just arrived at the castle, which he really knew nothing about, and was already prying into things that were not his concern. She simply shook her head, thinking that
            he wouldn’t last long after all, and walked on.
         

         
         He stayed beside her. “Was that out of bounds?”

         
         She said nothing.

         
         He flashed his pirate’s smile again. “I do beg your pardon, Miss Kirkpatrick. I meant no offense. It was just such a surprise
            to me.”
         

         
         “What was?” she couldn’t keep herself from asking.

         
         “Well . . . You.”

         
         She stopped in shock, staring at him again with wide eyes. “I, Mr. Montclair? Why on earth would I be a surprise to you?”
         

         
         Again that innocently humble expression. Already Philippa didn’t trust it. “Mr. Edwards told me only that Miss Kirkpatrick
            was the duchess’s companion.”
         

         
         Her spine stiffened. “And you have already judged me lacking.”

         
         He put up both hands. “Not at all! You’re . . . not what I expected.”

         
         Ah. “Of course. You must have expected someone older, someone more mature and dignified.”

         
         His head had begun nodding gently as she spoke, and now he gave a wide, relieved smile. “Just so.”

         
         “I understand,” she replied. “I expected exactly the same of the new steward.” His face blanked with surprise. She smiled
            in victory. “Jarring, indeed. Welcome to Carlyle, Mr. Montclair.” She bobbed the faintest curtsy and walked away, leaving
            him alone in the garden.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Three

         
         Mr. Edwards rejoined Will at the other end of the garden. “I beg your pardon, sir,” he said as he came hurrying through the
            bailey yard.
         

         
         Will smiled politely. Edwards ought to apologize for leaving him to Miss Kirkpatrick’s mercy. It had been a long time since someone had put him in his place
            with elegant brutality—and even longer since such a beautiful woman had done it.
         

         
         Oh, she did not like him at all.
         

         
         “Miss Kirkpatrick kept me company,” he said.

         
         Sunlight flashed off Edwards’s spectacles as he turned toward the castle. The woman in question was long gone.

         
         “You might have warned me,” added Will. “I fear I didn’t make the best impression upon her.”

         
         “Why not, Mr. Montclair?” Edwards clasped his hands behind his back, looking for all the world like a tutor bent on making
            him explain a passage from Cicero.
         

         
         “I didn’t expect the duchess’s companion to be such a young woman.” He gave a guilty smile. “I couldn’t hide my astonishment
            well enough.”
         

         
         For a moment Edwards just stared at him. “Yes, well.” He coughed and cleared his throat. “Miss Kirkpatrick is not merely the duchess’s companion. Her father married Lady Jessica, the duke’s only sister, when Miss Kirkpatrick was a small child. Miss Kirkpatrick was raised here at the castle, and is very dear to both the duke and the duchess.” 

         
         Will heard the message loud and clear. Miss Kirkpatrick was a member of the family, and Will had best treat her as such if
            he wished to remain.
         

         
         Which he did. But curiosity was still gnawing away at him, and he might as well ask now while he could get away with it.

         
         “And she left her parents to remain here? That’s uncommonly devoted. The duchess must be very dear to her as well.”

         
         Mr. Edwards paused again. “Yes. Lady Jessica died eight years ago. Colonel Kirkpatrick was killed in India the following year.”

         
         “Good Lord,” he said, taken aback. “How terrible.”

         
         Edwards was watching him. “Yes. She and Her Grace were a great comfort to each other in those terrible, terrible years, and
            ever since.”
         

         
         Chastened, Will nodded. “Is Miss Calvert also a family relation?”

         
         Now Edwards turned away. “She was engaged to marry Lord Stephen at the time of his death. She is naturally dear to the family,
            and you may regard her almost as one of them.”
         

         
         “Of course,” he murmured, thoroughly sobered. Such a lot of death.

         
         Edwards picked up the pace. They walked through a gate and down a sloping road. “The stables are that way.” The attorney indicated a path branching to the right. “They used to be within the walls but the third duke had them moved and expanded. He built an impressive stud farm.” 

         
         “Is there?” Will was startled. He’d seen nothing about horse breeding in months of studying the Carlyle ledgers and estate
            plans.
         

         
         “No.” Edwards sighed. “It was all sold off over twenty years ago. But the stables remain. I will arrange to have the gig brought
            around to Stone Cottage for your use.”
         

         
         Will’s gaze lingered on the cupola of the stable, visible over the ridge. It seemed a great many pieces of the estate had
            been sold or shrunk over the last twenty years. He’d seen the transactions but didn’t know why. He’d thought Englishmen lived
            to expand their estates, not shrink them.
         

         
         Stone Cottage was nearly a mile away. Next to the castle it was tiny, but to Will’s eyes it was exactly right. Broad and squat,
            built of honey-colored stone with a thatched roof, it looked like a natural part of the landscape. Two peaked gables rose
            on either side of the front door, each housing three small windows on the floor above. A garden rambled in front of it, already
            bursting into verdant life.
         

         
         “Mrs. Grimes, the former steward’s wife, was very fond of this garden,” said Edwards as he opened the gate in the stone wall.
            “I promised her I would put in a good word for its care.”
         

         
         Will looked ruefully at the plants, which were neatly clipped and tended for all the impression of wildness. “I’ve no idea
            what to do in a garden.”
         

         
         Edwards smiled briefly. “Perhaps Miss Kirkpatrick will continue her efforts, then. She has tended it since the Grimeses left.”

         
         That name pricked up Will’s ears. “Please assure her she is welcome to do so as long as she pleases. I would be very grateful
            and solemnly pledge to stay out of her way and not harm a single plant.”
         

         
         Edwards still wore that curious little smile. “You may tell her so yourself, at tea tomorrow.”

         
         “Tea?”

         
         “Yes. Her Grace wishes to see you. One o’clock.”

         
         He’d expected to meet his employer sooner or later, but only now realized he’d thought it would be later. Which was foolish,
            because he’d been in the duke’s employ for more than six months. “I’ll be there,” he said heartily to cover his sudden qualm.
         

         
         Edwards paused with one hand on the sturdy wooden door. “Be prompt, and be fastidious,” he said, quiet and serious. “If you
            do not make a good impression upon her . . .”
         

         
         “Shall I leave my trunk packed, just in case?” Will joked.

         
         Edwards’s mouth flattened.

         
         Will’s grin fled. “Yes, sir.”

         
         The attorney hesitated. “I have been very pleased with your progress so far,” he said, with an air of choosing each word carefully.
            “Her Grace knows that, and she values my judgement. She is a canny and intelligent woman. However, she wished to have an older,
            more experienced steward, and if you give an impression of impulsive, ramshackle manners—”
         

         
         “Right.” Will nodded. “I understand.”

         
         “She will scrutinize every aspect,” Edwards pressed. He paused, thinking. “Prepare as if you are about to meet the father of the lady you’ve fallen in love with, and desperately need to win his approval to marry her.” 

         
         Will looked at him askance. As serious as all that? “I see.”

         
         For a moment Edwards searched his face, then sighed. “I hope you do.”

         
         On that encouraging note, he opened the door and stepped inside.

         
         Will followed, feeling more apprehensive than he had since that day last summer when he accepted this position.

         
         The cottage was simple, clean, and bright. The corridor ran straight through the house from front to rear, where the kitchen
            garden led to the kitchen itself. The sitting room was to the left, the dining room to the right. A comfortable office lay
            behind the sitting room, one wall lined with bookcases and cabinets. Edwards handed him a ring of keys, which unlocked the
            desk and cabinets. Upstairs there were three bedrooms, one large and two small; only the large room was furnished. All the
            windows had been opened, and the scent of soap lingered on the air.
         

         
         “That’s the sum of it,” said Edwards when they had concluded the brief tour. “I will have the ledgers and other records sent
            down now that you are in residence. Mrs. Blake and her niece Camilla will do for you until you engage other staff.”
         

         
         Will nodded. The women were cleaning the kitchen still, and both had curtsied and eyed him with surprise. He supposed they’d also expected someone older. It was becoming apparent that he would need to make a concerted effort to win the confidence of people at Carlyle. “Thank you, Mr. Edwards. I shall ride out and see the estate tomorrow morning.” 

         
         This seemed to please the solicitor. “I’ll tell Ned at the stables to have your horse ready at eight.”

         
         “Make it seven.” Will squinted at the sky. It was almost summer. The days were long, and began early. “My father would toss
            me out of bed for sleeping so late,” he told the attorney.
         

         
         Edwards visibly perked up. “Early rising is an excellent habit to instill in one’s son.”

         
         Will laughed. “It only happened because he keeps the same deranged hours! My brother and I used to wish he drank more, and
            would need to sleep it off now and then.”
         

         
         “Ah. Your father is an abstemious man, then?”

         
         Pa was active and driven, with the energy of five men. He didn’t drink to excess because he always had something important
            to do, and no time to lie about in a stupor. He expected his sons to keep pace with him.
         

         
         And thinking of him reminded Will that his activities were still a closely guarded secret from everyone in his family but
            Jack. It had been easy enough to conceal while he was still in London, but now he was ninety miles away. If Pa found out he
            was here instead of there . . . Lord help him.
         

         
         “It’s good for one’s health,” he said vaguely. “Ned is the groom?”

         
         “Yes.” Edwards’s expression reverted to bland and dispassionate. “In a few days the stable here will be ready. It has been
            under repair, which took longer than anticipated, but for now, you have the Carlyle stables at your disposal.”
         

         
         “Excellent.”

         
         The attorney left and Will went back to the kitchen and set about making himself agreeable. Mrs. Blake was reticent, but Camilla
            was openly curious. She was a bright-eyed girl of about fourteen whose words tumbled out in an eager rush. It took only half
            an hour of amiable conversation, answering her questions about America and London, for Camilla to regard him with respectful
            awe. Will remembered being that age, and how enthralling any adult’s attention was. Mrs. Blake’s manner thawed dramatically
            as she listened to him and Camilla. She promised to leave a pot of stew for his supper.
         

         
         “And I could come back in the morning, if you’ll be needing breakfast,” she offered.

         
         Will waved that away. “There’s no need to trouble yourself. I can feed myself.”

         
         She eyed him up and down. “Can you, now? Well, there’s plenty to eat at the castle if you change your mind. Mr. Grimes always
            used to stop in there for a bite to eat.”
         

         
         He grinned. “An excellent idea. Thank you.”

         
         Helping himself to an apple from the basket by the door, he walked through the cottage again, making a more leisurely appraisal.
            It was the first time he’d had a house to himself, and even if this one didn’t
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