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        May 1814

        London

      

      

      An undercurrent of twittering tongues preceded Edward Parkhill, Duke of Hartshorne, as he crossed Lady Albright’s ballroom. Gritting his teeth and nodding at the occasional matron who dared peer at him through her quizzing glass, Hart continued his search for the raven curls belonging to one specific woman.

      Already he regretted his return to England. He’d hoped to be home for at least a week before reaching the point of exasperation, but after just one night he wondered if he was on a fool’s quest.

      Turbaned matrons spoke to each other behind their fans or gathered their daughters behind them like gaily-colored hens guarding their chicks. He noted the young ladies were less discreet in their stares, some smiling as if realizing his appearance meant he was in the market for a bride.

      He wasn’t.

      Ignoring them all, he found the object of his search.

      Lady Marjorie Gideon stood with her friend, Lady Phoebe Woodson, surrounded by a gaggle of likely suitors. She laughed at something one of the men said and looked completely at ease in their worship of her.

      Sir Lionel Newcomb turned his head and his eyes locked on Hart. One by one the others in their small group did the same. Tossing her fashionably short black curls, Lady Marjorie glanced over her shoulder. Hart knew the moment she recognized him. Her full, pink lips parted, her smile faded, and her fingertips pressed against her collarbone before she turned back to her friends.

      He hadn’t seen the one emotion he hoped for. Welcome.

      Acid burned in his gut, but he would not give up. If she thought she could dismiss him so easily, she had a lesson coming.

      The crowd around Lady Marjorie parted, allowing Hart to stand opposite the woman who owned his heart. Her smile had returned, wavering and fragile, ready to shatter at any moment. His chest tightened in a pang of guilt. He swallowed it down. He couldn’t change the past and wouldn’t have done any differently if he could go back, despite the consequences of those actions and how much they’d hurt her. Sometimes honor put one in a difficult place and no one came out the winner.

      Taking her offered hand, he bowed low over it, squeezing her gloved fingers with more familiarity than proper in such a setting. With all his remaining decorum, he refrained from pressing his lips to her glove. “You are quite lovely this evening, Lady Marjorie. And you, Lady Phoebe, are a vision as always.”

      The other young woman giggled and fluttered her fan. A Diamond of the First Water, Lady Phoebe was among those he’d thought certain to secure a husband while he’d been on the Continent. No less pretty, Lady Marjorie had undoubtedly received many offers. Hart had nearly gone giddy when his brother informed him she remained unattached, but he blamed his foolishly overwhelming relief on the stress of recent events.

      “Your Grace. I am all astonishment to see you.” Lady Marjorie’s rich, velvety tones smoothed the rough edges of the nerves he fought to hide. “I understood you to be in Cadiz.”

      Sir Lionel, his brashness unchanged in three years, nodded Hart’s way. “Hartshorne, I must say you are quite the last person I expected to see here. Or anywhere in Town, for that matter. I heard of your father’s passing. My condolences.”

      “Yes, forgive me, Your Grace,” Lady Marjorie said. “In my surprise to see you, I’d forgotten the reason for your return. My parents regretted not being free to travel when they received word of the loss of your father. My mother has been suffering one of her complaints.”

      Hart nodded. “My mother mentioned receiving a letter from Lady Nawton. I hope her illness is not of long duration.”

      Lady Marjorie smiled, but turned back to her friends, her dismissal blatant.

      Hart took in her stylish curls with small pearls woven among them, and the sparkle of her violet eyes. Once, they had lit upon seeing him. At least he saw no lingering dullness in them from the pain he’d undoubtedly caused her. Her pale blue satin gown draped over a more mature figure, and her manner seemed a bit more subdued, but otherwise she remained unchanged.

      He had much to atone for and the Season was almost over. Too soon, her family would leave London, and he would have no opportunity to call upon her. Wasting no time, he spoke. “If you have not already promised it, might I have the next dance, Lady Marjorie?”

      Her eyes narrowed on him, her chin lifting. “Why, I hadn’t…that is…yes. Yes, of course I shall dance with you.”

      A heavy weight lifted from his shoulders. At least she did not loathe him. Or perhaps she was still too polite to make a scene with the entire ton watching their every move.

      When the current set ended and the musicians prepared for the waltz, Hart held out his hand. Lady Marjorie’s gloved fingers touched his and the familiar burn heated his palm. How odd that even holding her hand imbued a reaction so different from other women’s hands. The intense attraction that made his heart race when near her hadn’t faded. He placed her fingers on his arm and led her to stand among the other couples near the center of the large room.

      Hart felt the eyes of everyone in the ballroom upon them, watching for any little sign that could be twisted into a juicy tidbit to share in tomorrow’s morning calls. The music began, and he swept Lady Marjorie into the flowing moves. Their bodies worked as one, as if they’d waltzed together just the previous night. She smelled of summer roses, a fragrance which had lived in his memory since he first danced with her four years before.

      Lady Marjorie’s gaze remained on his cravat, as though she refused to meet his eyes. She must be twenty-two years old now, and was far too pretty to not have had many offers for her hand. Her income was enough to entice fortune hunters—why was she still unmarried?

      Looking up at him at last, Lady Marjorie could have been dancing with a stranger for all the coolness in her gaze. “Have you been in Town long, Your Grace?”

      Were there unspoken questions included in her query? Why are you here? Why didn’t you let me know you had returned? Or, perhaps, why can’t you leave me alone? Assuming an equally polite smile, he said, “No. I arrived last evening. I feared I might miss the entire Season.”

      Her brows pressed together, then smoothed again, a schooled mask slipping into place over her features. “Well, you are quite the sensation tonight. I daresay Lady Albright will enjoy the fame you bring to her ball.”

      “I’m delighted to add to the on dits Society enjoys.” That was an outright lie, but she would know it. If there were any way of taking Lady Marjorie off to a private alcove or antechamber, he would. Wouldn’t that just stir the embers of the scandal that had driven him from Town? Yet he had to show everyone he wasn’t the bounder they’d declared him to be. It rankled his soul to perform for others, but in this case the end result was worth the cost.

      Her head tipped to one side. “I wouldn’t have thought it of you. Has being away changed you that much?”

      His heart warmed at her words. She remembered him kindly. “In one matter, I remain much as I was. Lady Marjorie—”

      “It is quite the crush tonight, is it not?” She turned her face away, her step faltering as she cut him off.

      He tightened his hold on her to keep her from falling. A kinder man would return her to her friends and walk away. A stronger man. He didn’t consider himself weak…until it came to Marjorie. “I must speak with you. In a matter of weeks, your family will return to Cornwall and I won’t have another chance. Or am I already too late? Have you formed an attachment? Tell me so and I shall leave you alone.”

      She would not meet his gaze. Hart’s gut knotted.

      With the eyes of Society—and their meddling ways— upon them, Hart knew how foolish it was to even consider whisking Marjorie away from the dance floor. Yet if she refused to speak to him as they twirled shoulder to shoulder with the other dancers, he had no choice. Altering his direction, he maneuvered their way toward the large terrace. The double French doors stood open to the cool night air, and several couples strolled just beyond, where the light from the ballroom filtered out. Placing her hand on his arm, he led her as far from the others as propriety—and the iron railing—allowed.

      Torches lined the terrace, giving off a romantic ambiance he wished they could take advantage of. He longed to touch her hair and see if it felt as soft as it looked. As silky as he remembered. Clearing his throat and remembering his reason for taking her outside, he lifted his gaze to her eyes. “Will you answer me now?”

      “Which question do I answer? Are you too late? Have I formed an attachment? It matters not. The answer is the same to both. Yes. Now, let me go.”

      His fingers tightened for a moment, then he dropped his hand. “Only for a moment. Never for a lifetime.”
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      The duke’s words pierced her very soul, yet her anger won out over her pain. What made him think he had the right to pursue her again? She loathed him. Despised him for hurting her when he fled to Spain to avoid the altar with another woman. Abhorred him for trampling upon her heart until it was no longer capable of aching. Hated him for looking so blindingly handsome tonight she couldn’t continue to hate him.

      Blast him. She turned to look out over the moonlit garden so she couldn’t see the torch flames reflecting in his green eyes. He stood too close, but now that he was back on this side of the Channel, anywhere would be too close.

      “I’m too late. I feared as much.” His voice, spoken close to her cheek, sent chills over her, his breath tickling the curls in front of her ear. “I wrote you before I left, asking you to forgive me. I know it was too much to ask you to wait, but I hoped…”

      “I never received your note.” She forced herself to take him at his word. If her father had discovered the letter, he would have burned it before she could read it. She drew in a breath to relieve the sharp pains in her chest. Scars opened over wounds she’d thought long healed and began to bleed anew.

      Marjorie needed to go back inside to spare Lord Quorndon any fears of her betrayal, yet she needed answers to be able to put the past behind her. She glanced over her shoulder at the duke. “Why did you leave? It nearly destroyed me. I heard such stories, it was difficult to discern any truth.”

      “I can imagine what was said. None of it was true, I am certain. No one outside my family knows the truth.”

      Again, she told herself to walk away. Again, her heart begged to understand why her love hadn’t been enough for him. She spun to face him, her heart pounding. “Tell me.”

      He raked a hand through his chestnut-colored hair, his lips pressed thin. “I can’t.”

      “Surely I deserve as much. I thought you—I thought we had an understanding. You can imagine my surprise at learning
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