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            Dedication

         
         
            To my parents and sisters, who’ve taught me so much about being human.

            And to my sons, who’ve taught me that the most important thing in life is unconditional love.
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            Chapter One

         
         At the time, climbing out of the window seemed like the only practical option. In hindsight, however . . .

         
         Verity Hartley wished she hadn’t forgotten that Father had broken several rungs of the ivy-enshrouded trellis when playing
            Romeo to Mother’s Juliet last week. Now she was hanging by her fingertips, her feet scurrying in midair.
         

         
         And it was all her sisters’ fault.

         
         They had been rehearsing another play when she’d passed by the drawing room a moment ago. Through the open doorway, she’d
            glimpsed Honoria standing in the center of the room like a queen, crowned with a twist of golden hair, and ordering three
            of her admirers to position a chaise longue on the raised dais in the far corner.
         

         
         “Slightly left of center stage, if you please. No, the other left, between the papier-mâché columns. Now, angle it just so. A bit more to the right. Back a sliver. And . . . there. Perfect.” If there was one thing true about Honoria, it was that she always knew what she wanted.
         

         
         Althea had been standing at the desk, her thick plait of mahogany hair falling carelessly over her shoulder as she scratched
            hasty amendments onto the pages of another script.
         

         
         “I must have a third Fury to complete this scene. Otherwise, I might as well fashion the bellpull into a noose and save myself the indignity of failure.” As the youngest at eighteen, Thea erred on the side of melodrama, forever complaining that her days on this mortal plane were trudging by endlessly without a modicum of excitement to stir her soul. “Where is our sister, by the by? Not even she could make a hash of this part.”
         

         
         And that was when Verity had decided to dash across the hall to the music room and through the open window.

         
         Granted, it wasn’t her most brilliant decision. But she would sooner wear a chemise fashioned from pinecones than be cajoled
            into another production.
         

         
         Then again, she thought darting a glance two stories down past the hem of her olive skirts and sailing feet to the spiny juniper spire
            below, death by way of impalement would be another option.
         

         
         She gulped and turned back to the trellis, redoubling her efforts. Though none of this would have been necessary if her sisters
            just understood. But that wish was futile.
         

         
         The pair of them had been born with the famous Hartley silver tongues and flair for the dramatic. Whenever putting on a show
            for guests after dinner, they enthralled their audiences. With the delivery of a single impassioned word or a graceful faint
            onto a well-placed chaise longue, they could make an old termagant shed a tear and the most cynical ogre sigh like a lovelorn
            swain.
         

         
         As for Verity, her performances were about as adept as those of a potted ficus. If said ficus had been left in a dark closet.
            Without water. For a year.
         

         
         Which seemed like the length of time she’d been dangling against the side of the house like a sad scrap of forgotten bunting.

         
         As she struggled to find a secure foothold, the slender wooden slats dug sharply into the cushion of her palms. She hissed,
            biting into her bottom lip, and briefly imagined her funeral.
         

         
         Father would put on an excellent performance, clutching his heart and recounting the many embarrassing tales of her childhood as he often did for company. Mother would join him, walking sylphlike in expertly draped black silk and lean upon his arm, her voice poignantly breaking. And by the time they finished, there wouldn’t be a dry eye in the chapel. 

         
         Truman, the eldest and her champion, would return from his latest voyage and stand stoically off to the side. Honoria would
            wear a veil, concealing her beauty out of a final act of courtesy from one sister to another. Thea would sniff at proper intervals,
            all the while taking notes to use in a future play. And Verity, in her coffin, would wish that she and her family could have
            understood each other before her untimely death—a fate likely to happen at any moment.
         

         
         But then, just when she thought she could not hold on an instant longer, the toe of her left slipper finally found purchase.

         
         She breathed a sigh of relief, her forehead resting against the ivy. And even if she should acquire an itchy rash from this
            intrepid escape, it would still be better than standing on a stage.
         

         
         “Ah-ha! Caught you!”

         
         Verity startled on a gasp. Her gaze jerked to the window above to find Honoria. “But how did you—”

         
         “Know precisely where you would be?” A pair of pale brows arched beneath an artful spill of lustrous blonde curls as she peered
            over the white stone sill. “You’ve become far too predictable. Frankly, I’m disappointed. You’re supposed to be the clever
            one.”
         

         
         “No. I’m the practical one and this was the only escape since the stairway was blocked by the servants carrying out the rugs
            for beating.”
         

         
         Honoria’s bow-shaped mouth spread into a smug grin as her deep blue eyes glinted with wry amusement. “You forgot that father broke the trellis during our lesson on great performances last week, didn’t you?” 

         
         After a moment, Verity offered a reluctant nod. “Yes.”

         
         “Well, now that I have you, I refuse to leave my perch until you come back inside. The tongue-twaddlers are here and Thea
            and I are outnumbered.”
         

         
         Tongue-twaddlers was a sobriquet given to Percival, Peter and Carlton Culpepper.
         

         
         Years ago, Father had used their names as an enunciation exercise before a tutorial on delivering impassioned soliloquies
            and, from that point on, it had become part of their practice, too.
         

         
         The Culpepper trio were sons of a local country gentleman, as well as hopeless suitors of Honoria and Thea. No matter how
            many times their proposals had been refused, they still came back to try again.
         

         
         Percival had once vied for Verity’s hand—likely having drawn the short straw—but his attentions were short-lived. She was,
            after all, the plain sister, teetering on the abyss of six and twenty. And it was an undisputed fact that men did not continue
            fruitless pursuits for the likes of her.
         

         
         She had accepted this long ago when the beauty of her two younger sisters had often rendered onlookers thunderstruck. If their
            spectators were able to form words at all, the declarations were often spoken with awe and wonder. Then those gazes would
            drift to Verity and . . . discreetly fall away in obvious disappointment.
         

         
         She referred to that as the last grape look. It was the look one gave to the squished violet globe at the bottom of the fruit bowl, after it had fallen from the
            stem and tumbled through the cracks between heaped oranges, pears and persimmons, left forgotten until an unsightly green
            fuzz formed on its skin.
         

         
         Though, as far as Verity knew, she did not have an unsightly green fuzz on her skin. At least, not yet.
         

         
         “I’m afraid I cannot participate. I need to . . .”

         
         She paused, trying to think of something that was true enough. As a matter of principle, she abhorred deception and avoided
            it whenever possible.
         

         
         “. . . check the birdhouses,” she announced at last, proud of herself. After all, she would eventually look in on their resident
            nesting fowl.
         

         
         Honoria scoffed. “Abominable excuse! I refuse to tell our guests that you would rather stare at painted blocks of wood on
            pikes than be in their company.”
         

         
         “Then invent another. You know very well that I haven’t any talent for pretext.”

         
         In truth, she was absolute rubbish at lying. Yet another characteristic she did not have in common with her family.

         
         She was fairly certain she’d been left on the doorstep as an infant. And even though she loved them all dearly, there were
            days when she wondered if being raised by a pack of wolves might not have been preferable to a pack of would-be thespians.
         

         
         As her sister glanced over her shoulder, Verity surreptitiously lowered down another few rungs, avoiding the broken ones in
            the center.
         

         
         “Very well.” Honoria plucked at the puffed sleeves of her periwinkle day dress and expelled a single sigh that skillfully
            delivered both her acceptance and weariness. “Thea and I will have to take turns with your lines. Though, I’m certain, the
            tongue-twaddlers won’t notice. Puppies, the lot of them. They spend half the afternoon panting and wagging their tails, and
            the other half hoping that someone will throw a stick. But no matter how many times I tell them that I’ve been betrothed since
            birth to the long-lost Viscount Vandemere, they never listen. Therefore, one must conclude that men enjoy the torture of hopeless
            endeavors.”
         

         
         Oh, to have such problems, Verity thought. “Perhaps they don’t believe that your fictitious viscount exists.”
         

         
         “He does too exist, even if only in theory. And why wouldn’t they believe me? My recitation of the somber tale is ever flawless.”

         
         “And being a flirt doesn’t hurt, I imagine.”

         
         Honoria flashed an unrepentant grin. “What other entertainment is there for a young woman in this humdrum hamlet? I simply
            make the best of the talents I possess. And I firmly believe that a woman must embrace her own individual gifts. If she is
            not unapologetically true to herself, then she’ll have little to show for her life. And why are any of us here, if not to
            take center stage of our own lives?”
         

         
         Verity shook her head. “If our father had been able to afford a proper Season for either of us, I’ve no doubt yours would
            have ended with the next Trojan War.”
         

         
         “One could only hope.” Honoria issued an immodest shrug. “Although, I should prefer something other than a wooden horse. A
            fire-breathing dragon is more to my tastes.”
         

         
         “You should tell Thea. Perhaps she’ll write one into the play.”

         
         “Doubtful. She is past her knights and dragons phase. But that reminds me . . . She mentioned something regarding our bucolic
            set requiring an air of authenticity. Oh dear. You don’t think she would bring chickens into the drawing room again, do you?”
         

         
         Verity paused in her descent and shuddered at the memory. The instant their father’s wolfhounds had caught the scent, it became
            a scene of total carnage. Feathers and bits of whatnot everywhere.
         

         
         “I would hope that she’d have learned her lesson. Although she has been rather besotted with the new piglets. We’d better
            check, just in case. I’ll climb down and slip around to the kitchen garden.”
         

         
         “And I’ll return to the parlor,” Honoria agreed with a nod. But before she dashed away, she leaned over the sill, eyes narrowed and finger pointed. “And don’t think you can use this as an excuse to escape. I will find you. I know all your hiding places.” 

         
         She rolled her eyes at the foundationless threat. Her sister didn’t know everything.

         
         Then, Honoria lifted one finger. “There’s the little garden near the crofter’s cottage.”

         
         “A lucky guess,” Verity declared, unbothered. After all, she certainly couldn’t know about the—

         
         “The one past the copse of trees and bramble beyond the dower house. Shall I go on?”

         
         Verity’s brow flattened. “Have you been following me?”

         
         “Remember that eyepiece Truman sent me last Christmas? Well, you’d be surprised just how far one can see from the windows
            in the garret,” Honoria said with a triumphant grin. “And besides, it isn’t likely we’d ever find you locking yourself in
            a cupboard, now would we?”
         

         
         “Why you little spy.”

         
         “See you in a trice.” Her sister trilled her fingers in the air then flounced off.

         
         Well, drat!

         
         It became abundantly clear that she would need to find a new secret place to escape to whenever she was feeling closed in
            or pressured to perform. Though one usually followed the other.
         

         
         The problem was, whenever she needed a moment to collect herself, she never lingered indoors. Ever since she’d been a child
            all her hiding places were outside. And apparently, any sister with determination, an eyepiece and access to a window would
            be able to spot her walking along the rolling hills for miles around.
         

         
         However, her lack of privacy was an issue to be solved at a later time. For now, she needed to ensure that Thea didn’t bring
            chaos into the house. Again.
         

         
         Cautiously, she descended down the waterfall of ivy. She was almost past the partially open receiving parlor window on the first floor when she heard her mother’s voice. 

         
         “Of course, I hope my daughters find contentment. I want their hearts to soar into the heavens and to see stars shining back
            at them whenever they look into their husband’s eyes. But, as you know, the choice is not always ours, even if it should be,”
            Mother said with an airy laugh.
         

         
         Verity paused, wondering who her mother could be talking to. As far as she knew, there hadn’t been any guests announced. And
            even though some of the villagers occasionally popped by unannounced, they were usually wanting to see Father.
         

         
         Of course, it might have been the neighbors from down the hill, the dreaded Hunnicutts.

         
         Their visits were always unexpected and unpleasant. They were also the most condescending, pompous and disagreeable people
            in all of Addlewick. Especially their daughter.
         

         
         Nell Hunnicutt had been a thorn in her side since they were both in braids. And if Mother dared speak to Verity’s archenemy
            in such a convivial manner, then she would be heartily offended.
         

         
         “No truer words have been spoken,” the mysterious visitor answered. “And I must say I have missed your romantic sensibilities,
            Roxana. My daughter and grandson see marriage as a task to be endured and believe I’ve turned into a sentimental old fool.”
         

         
         At once, Verity recognized the smooth, rounded tones of the other voice, but she was surprised to hear it coming from any
            room inside Hartley Hall. Countess Broadbent’s family had not exactly been on speaking terms with her own since the great
            scandal.
         

         
         Curious to discover the reason for this unprecedented visit, she judiciously maneuvered to the other side of the trellis, just enough to peer inside the open window. After all, there was no harm in a little eavesdropping, was there? And besides, this would likely be the pinnacle of excitement she would have all month. 

         
         She was surprised to spot the two women playing cards on a piecrust table like old friends. Then again, her mother was renowned
            for her engaging nature.
         

         
         A society column had once referred to Baroness Roxana Hartley as having an aura unfettered by time or the constraints of ordinary
            existence, her dark beauty as ethereal as midnight mist, and her voice as lovely as silken ribbons unfurling on a breeze.
         

         
         The most that had ever been written about Verity was that her only memorable quality was her misfortune in being Baron Hartley’s
            daughter, but was otherwise forgettable.
         

         
         As for the countess, she appeared older, as one might expect in the seven years since she’d last been under this roof. Beneath
            a chignon of silver hair, her velum skin bore a delicate etching of age around her mouth and pale hazel eyes. But there was
            no frailness in her poised demeanor, nor any meanness in her fine-boned countenance. There never had been. She was stern and
            opinionated, to be sure, but never cruel. And Verity had always admired her.
         

         
         Lady Broadbent pursed her lips as she considered the fan of cards in her hand. “But that does not answer the question of Verity.
            Presumably, you would wish her to marry first.”
         

         
         Marry? Why were they on the topic of marriage? And, more importantly, why was she the object of their discussion?
         

         
         In the distance, she could hear the dogs barking at some disturbance and couldn’t hear her mother’s response. Craning her neck, she shuffled closer to the mezzanine window, her left slipper crunching down on a knot of desiccated ivy. 

         
         Roxana Hartley eased back against the quilting of a rose tufted chair and frowned. “At one time, perhaps. However, my eldest
            daughter isn’t like the rest of us. She has always been a bit . . . reserved.”
         

         
         The last word was spoken with a sigh, as if that was the worst trait one could possess. Verity felt it hit in the center of
            her heart. It was one thing to know that she was a disappointment, but another altogether for her mother to acknowledge it
            openly.
         

         
         “And what’s worse,” Mother continued, “I do believe, if given the chance, she would have settled for a mundane existence.”

         
         “Heaven forbid,” Lady Broadbent tutted indulgently. “Back in my day, marrying for love was unheard of. If you were saddled
            with a man you could tolerate that was really saying something. But I waited for Pomeroy, much to my parent’s disapproval.
            And when he finally came around, that made all the difference.”
         

         
         “Con and I were practically disowned when we eloped to Gretna Green. The rebellion of it only fueled our desire for each other.
            Such passion!” Mother flashed her famously impish grin, but then she sighed again. “I want that for my children, even Verity.
            Although, now it is surely too late.”
         

         
         Too late? Was her mother calling her old as well as boring? And what was “even Verity” supposed to mean?
         

         
         “At least, she is not like one of the empty-headed ninnies vying for my grandson’s attentions,” the countess interjected.
            “I’m sorely afraid he’ll make one of them his duchess and I’ll have to endure lengthy teas and endless dinners where she tells
            me that her primary achievement that day was how well she wore a hat.”
         

         
         Mother laughed in response. “Well, if you’re terribly worried about that, he could always marry—”

         
         Verity never heard the end of that sentence. For, in that precise moment, the rung beneath her foot snapped.

         
         Unprepared, she grabbed at a tangle of ivy, but slid down to the next rung. It snapped as well.

         
         She teetered backward, off balance. Clawing at the trellis, she only just managed to grab hold. She breathed another sigh
            of relief. At least until . . .
         

         
         The telltale screech of long nails heaving from the facade drew her alarmed attention.

         
         Splendid, she thought, and now I feel portly, too— “Oooooaaaaaarhh!” she screamed as the trellis detached from the top, falling away from the house in a backward arc.
         

         
         This was it. The end of her unmarried, unremarkable life.

         
         Screwing her eyes shut tight, she dangled by her fingertips, her legs swaying beneath her as she pictured the epitaph on her
            gravestone.
         

         
         
            here lies verity hartley

            beloved daughter and sister

            in an otherwise lackluster existence

         

         Hearing the dogs nearby distracted her from being swallowed by the greedy jaws of death. Strange, but their woofs and aroos were much closer than she would have expected.
         

         
         When she felt something brush against her hems, she dared to open one eye, then the other, only to see that she was barely
            twelve inches off the ground. Then she looked up. The trellis was bowing over her like the ruins of a bridge.
         

         
         Oh. Apparently, she was not going to die today after all.
         

         
         Letting go, she dropped smartly to the ground and dusted her hands together, reassuring the dogs with a friendly scratch behind the ears. 

         
         Her mother called out from the window. “Verity! Are you hurt?”

         
         Stepping out from under the canopy of ivy, she offered a wave after pushing an errant hank of hair from her face. “Perfectly
            hale.”
         

         
         “You nearly gave me a heart seizure! I shall have nightmares for a month! Whatever were you doing?”

         
         Eavesdropping, she thought. Eavesdropping and learning that even you think my marital prospects are beyond hope.

         
         Not that Verity was hoping. It was just that she imagined her mother would be the last one to give up.

         
         She said none of those things, of course. If nothing else, she was adept at biting her tongue. And she was saved from the
            effort of confessing that her old, boring self had been trying to avoid being center stage of a drama—and just look how well that had gone—when the wolfhounds began to growl.
         

         
         Both Barrister and Serjeant-at-Arms, otherwise known as the Queen’s Council, stood at her side, their focus on something behind
            her.
         

         
         She turned, then found the last person in Addlewick that she would ever wish to see. And, of course, the snooty Miss Nell
            Hunnicutt had once again managed to catch her at her worst.
         

         
         She was like a homing pigeon for disaster. Then again, that was likely shedding an unkind light on a species of clever birds.

         
         On second thought, Nell Hunnicutt was more like a tick on the homing pigeon of disaster. A bloodthirsty tick. Who happened
            to be dressed in a puce walking costume and carrying a matching ruffled parasol.
         

         
         “Yes, indeed. Whatever were you doing, Miss Hartley?” the Tick asked with a simpering laugh. “It seems that little has changed since I’ve been away.
            Why the last time I saw you, I believe you were on your hands and knees in a mud puddle.”
         

         
         Regrettably, that was true. She’d been visiting the village shops with her sisters when one of the clerks had bowled her over
            in an effort to present a fallen ribbon to Honoria. The most humiliating part was that he hadn’t even realized what he’d done.
            Apparently, spinsterhood had made Verity invisible. But fortunately, Nell had been there, snickering at the entire production from inside her carriage.
         

         
         “Then again, I suppose this”—Nell gestured to Verity’s torn dress and disheveled hair with the tip of her parasol—“might be
            somewhat of an improvement. At least, you’re on your feet.”
         

         
         “So good of you to remind me. And what delightful errand brings you to Hartley Hall?”

         
         “One of pure altruism, I assure you. I thought I might check in on my poor neighbors and see if I could cheer you with the
            tales of my Season. It’s the very least I can do to bring a bit of London to those who will likely never witness the splendor
            of town long enough to truly appreciate it. And I must say—”
         

         
         “Must you? Really?” Verity muttered under her breath.
         

         
         “—that I’ve never had so many exquisite gowns in all my life. But one needs more than can fit in a wardrobe when one is invited
            to so many glamorous events. I have worn out seven pairs of slippers. Seven! And the Season is at its zenith. Oh, and I’ve
            found the most divine milliner. She has the cleverest hand at hats, and gentlemen often remark about how well I wear them.”
         

         
         Verity was instantly reminded of the empty-headed ninnies vying for the hand of Lady Broadbent’s grandson. “Then surely you will be greatly missed by not being in town for all these parties, and should likely return at your earliest convenience.” 

         
         “Quite so. But that is the crux of my current situation,” the Tick said with a sniff of condescension. “You see, I have had
            three gentlemen ask for my hand. Three! And I needed a reprieve to consider my options. Of course, three suitors may not seem
            like many compared to all the country squires that have been competing for a place in your sister’s stables for so long.”
            She paused just long enough to infer a degree of unseemliness and Verity narrowed her eyes. “Of course, I mean no offense.
            I have the greatest admiration for Honoria. For all your family, in fact.”
         

         
         “Of course.” Verity was this close to setting the dogs on her.
         

         
         “Oh, how I wish you could have had a proper Season, then I could beg your counsel for I do not know who to choose. One was
            recently knighted. Another is a viscount. And—I’m saving the best for last—a marquess with an estate in Derbyshire.”
         

         
         “How lovely for you. But I’m afraid I cannot offer my counsel and my sisters are otherwise engaged, so you’ll have to postpone
            your visit for another day.” Or never, Verity thought as she leaned down to pet Barry’s wiry fur. Then Serjie nudged his way under her arm, demanding attention.
         

         
         The Tick clucked her tongue and studied the house, her eyes scanning each window. “Such a pity. Another reason I popped by
            is that my gardener thought he saw Lady Broadbent’s carriage rumble down the lane. Her grandson, the duke, is in town, you
            know. I’ve even dined with him. Twice.” She paused as if offering Verity the chance to be impressed. “But it is unlikely,
            is it not, that her ladyship would ever cross your threshold? The very idea is laughable, to be sure.”
         

         
         “Actually, the countess is here,” Verity said, all too pleased to affirm the rumor and put a stopper in her neighbor’s haughty laugh. “It appears as
            though some things have changed since you were away.”
         

         
         “Is that so?”

         
         “It is, indeed.”

         
         Nell shifted and plucked at the ruffled trim of her glove. “And just what, pray tell, could have brought about this sudden
            reconciliation between families?”
         

         
         Verity wasn’t sure what possessed her—whether it was spite, a leftover rush of nerves from having survived the trellis de morte, or if it was simply a need to put Miss Hunnicutt in her place—but for the first time in her life she managed to tell a lie.
            A whopping good lie. And she knew it was exceptional because she felt tingles wash over her skin the instant she said it.
         

         
         “Because her grandson, the Duke of Longhurst, and I are engaged to be married.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         Magnus Warring, the fifth Duke of Longhurst, sat in a London warehouse office across from Phineas Snow.

         
         The Button King was one of the wealthiest tradesmen in all of England. He was part eagle and part bull, not only in temperament
            but in physical attributes. Beneath a widow’s peak of iron gray hair with a shock of white at each temple, his wiry brows
            sat in a flat line over steely eyes as he studied the latest buttons stamped from the die.
         

         
         “What military officer would allow this rubbish to sully his uniform? The surface is grainy and dull. Where is the luster?
            The attention to detail?” he asked his foreman who stared back at him in nervous stupefaction. “Well?”
         

         
         “I dunno, sir. These were stamped and brought to you straightaway, as ordered.”

         
         “Quality buttons, Mr. Jones, are a symbol of a person’s status. At one time, they were so valued that a man could settle all
            his debts by removing one from his coat. One. These are an embarrassment to that noble history.” Snow tossed the brass disc into the felt-lined casket. It dropped onto
            the other cast-offs with a discordant plink. “The die is clearly flawed. Start again. And bring me the very first button stamped. I want perfection. Nothing else will
            do.”
         

         
         The worker left in haste, nearly tripping over his own feet along the way.

         
         “That man’s a button short, if you ask me,” Snow grumbled under his breath. Then he turned to regard Magnus. “Now then, with that settled, on to the matter for which I called you here today—my daughter.” 

         
         Any other man might have been intimidated beneath such scowling scrutiny, even if only to shift in his chair. But not him.
            There was nothing Snow could do or say that would rattle Magnus.
         

         
         Even before he had succeeded to the title, he’d spent most of his life issuing that same look to other men across the desk
            in his father’s study. His late father had tended to be too soft, too idealistic, too . . . irrational to attend estate matters.
            Ever pragmatic, even as a boy, Magnus had taken up the reins himself.
         

         
         “I believe I’ve made my intentions toward Miss Snow clear,” he said, matter-of-factly. “Our union would be advantageous for
            all parties—your future business growth and elevated place in society, and—”
         

         
         “Anna’s dowry transferred into your accounts,” Snow concluded and held up a staying hand when Magnus opened his mouth to speak.
            “Neither of us are foolish romantics. You and I see the world as it is. Let us not insult the other’s intelligence by pretending
            otherwise.”
         

         
         Magnus inclined his head. It didn’t matter that he was a duke and that a union between their families would bring this middle-class
            man into the realm of the aristocracy, or that the dowry would ultimately secure the Longhurst estate for generations to come.
            Snow didn’t care about such things. He was all bluster and business and Magnus respected that about him.
         

         
         Sentiment was for fools.

         
         “I did not make my fortune on the backs of other men. I made it through delivering an exemplary product that spoke for itself. You’ll find no scandal lurking in the shadows of the Snow name either. I take particular pride in that fact, which”—he stabbed a beefy finger onto the desk blotter—“is the reason that none of Anna’s suitors have come up to snuff.” 

         
         Magnus waited a beat for Snow to add “Until you, that is” and then offer his hand across the desk to shake in a gentleman’s
            agreement. The contracts would be signed later, a mere formality. He was certain that this meeting was simply a preliminary
            welcome to the button empire.
         

         
         And if there was one thing that the Duke of Longhurst demanded in all his dealings, it was certainty.

         
         He waited another beat and then another, the interminable lull filled with the unsyncopated whump and clatter of the workers at their stamping presses. But he soon realized those words were not coming.
         

         
         Instead, Snow filled his barrel chest on a lungful of office air, tinged with various aromas from the tang of metal to the
            bitterness of creosote and the sweetness of pipe tobacco. “This afternoon, I received word of a recent development that linked
            your name to a daughter of a certain Baron Conchobar Erasmus Hartley. The very same Hartley who was involved in that ruinous
            scandal years ago. The one regarding that business with the—”
         

         
         “I know all about that scandal,” Magnus interrupted through clenched teeth, his fingers curling over the arms of the chair.
            The spindle-legged construction squawked in protest beneath his athletic frame. Across from him, a pair of keen gray eyes
            flicked down to the telltale white edges outlining his knuckles, and he forced himself to relax his grip. “There must be a
            mistake.”
         

         
         “Mistake, you say?” The Button King pursed his lips. “I’ve never liked that word. Either you are implying that I have taken
            something in error, or admitting that you have done so.”
         

         
         “Neither, I assure you, sir. There is no possible way I would have anything to do with any member of that family.”

         
         “According to my information, you and Hartley’s son went to university together.”

         
         “And whatever acquaintance we might have had was severed years ago with his father’s involvement in that swindle and the subsequent
            loss of my father’s fortune. There are certain misdeeds that one cannot forgive.” And the very fact that Truman “Hawk” Hartley
            had neglected to warn him of his father’s part in the scheme proved him to be a most dishonorable cad.
         

         
         Snow pushed his chair back, the legs screeching sharply against the hardwood floor.

         
         “You and I are of like mind,” Snow said with a nod. He had a habit of standing with his thumbs tucked into the open sleeves
            of his tightly fitted waistcoat, his arms bent at the elbow like a pair of wings at rest. “Deficiency of character is unacceptable.
            Faults in one’s actions—or perceived actions, as it were—must be eradicated with utmost expedience. As far as I can tell,
            your character does not lean toward ruinous behavior. In fact, considering the shambles of your estate earnings at the time
            you succeeded to the title, you might have made any number of those imprudent decisions your class is known for, such as gambling,
            borrowing against your estate, selling off parcels for a pittance only to find yourself worse off the following year. Instead,
            you rolled up your sleeves and worked your land with your tenants, producing profitable crops for the first time in decades.
            Frankly, I’m rather impressed,” he said. “But not too impressed.”
         

         
         Knowing that resolving this misunderstanding would be his only chance to secure permission to marry Miss Snow, Magnus stood
            as well. “I will travel to Addlewick straightaway and correct the”—he paused—“confusion.”
         

         
         Then he turned sharply on his heel and left before the Button King decided to give him a definition of that word as well.

         
          

         Magnus seethed all the way to his town house. He did not know what Hartley was up to, but he was damned sure going to put
            a stop to it.
         

         
         For the past seven years, he had worked hard to fill the deficit in his family coffers. Through the sweat off his own brow
            and calluses on his hands, he had done all he could to work the land, install an irrigation system for times of drought and
            help his tenants grow more lucrative crops. But last winter had been a hard one and spring had brought flooding. Whatever
            ground he’d gained would be washed away soon enough.
         

         
         Therefore, he was going to do what any duke in his position would—marry an heiress.

         
         But this ridiculous rumor that he was betrothed to the daughter of a liar, cheat and swindler could ruin everything.

         
         Crossing the threshold, he gave orders to his manservant to pack a satchel, then broke the news to his mother.

         
         As expected, Geraldine Warring, the Dowager Duchess of Longhurst, didn’t take it well. Beneath a tight chignon of grizzled
            dark hair, her forehead furrowed with disbelief. But then, as the name of Hartley lingered in the room, stirring the coals
            of a hatred that would never be extinguished, her lips compressed into a thin line. “You must quiet the matter with utmost
            haste.”
         

         
         “I plan to, Mother.”

         
         “Everything depends upon it. Not only for the sake of the Longhurst estate, but for your brother.”

         
         As he attempted to stretch a pair of black gloves over the hands that had thickened over these years of laboring out of doors, he heard a faint tremor in her voice. With an alert glance, he saw the lower rims of her eyes turn red. 

         
         When their gazes met, she turned away quickly and began to fuss with a flower arrangement on the hall table.

         
         She was such a hard woman on the outside, stern and remote in the way that circumstance had forced her to become. Women who
            married tenderhearted dreamers often had to be. However, when it came to her sons, the softer uncertain aspect of her nature
            slipped through the cracks of the sturdy walls that held her together.
         

         
         Tossing the gloves aside, he laid a hand on her shoulder and pressed a kiss to her cheek in a show of compassion. Compassion
            which did not necessarily extend to his wayward younger brother, whose devil-may-care ways had been indulged more often than
            not by their father.
         

         
         Rowan had been away these many years and had only written recently with a promise to come home . . . if the life that their father had once promised him was still obtainable.
         

         
         For years, Magnus hadn’t had word from him and assumed the worst. But then, a month ago, Mother received the letter. And now,
            in addition to needing Miss Snow’s dowry to replenish the Longhurst coffers, he needed it in order to bring his intrepid brother
            home again and settled with a respectable living.
         

         
         And yet, once again, Hartley’s name crept out of the shadows and threatened to ruin it all.

         
         “I will do everything within my power to resolve this unforeseen complication,” Magnus assured her. “I promise.”

         
         She sniffed, blinking rapidly before she turned to nod up at him. “It’s just that I haven’t seen Rowan in so long and I want
            him—I want both of you—to have every chance at the life you are entitled to. I didn’t marry your father for nothing.”
         

         
         Magnus knew little about entitlement. But he knew about duty. And he knew enough about his brother that he doubted Rowan was after stability or security. He was likely running away from something far more dangerous. As usual. 

         
         But before Magnus could continue on the course of securing a future for the longevity of the Warring family, he needed to
            discover what the deuce Hartley was up to this time.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Three

         
         As far as Verity was concerned, there was only one thing worse than the guilt felt after telling a convincing lie—having her
            mother and Lady Broadbent overhear it.
         

         
         This meant that there was no way she could deny it. No way she could convince them that Nell Hunnicutt must have misunderstood.
            And no way to undo the strain her declaration would put on the already frayed relationship between houses.
         

         
         It had been two days since the Big Lie. Two days of looking over her shoulder in fear of Nell returning and Verity knowing she would have to reinforce one lie with
            another. And who knew where that would lead? Descriptions of the Belgian lace in her imaginary trousseau? A map of her fictitious
            honeymoon trip? A list of names for the make-believe children she would have with a man she’d never actually met?
         

         
         It was exhausting to think about. Soon she would be swallowed whole by the entire ordeal.

         
         So, when a missive arrived with an invitation to tea at Swanscott Manor, Verity knew this was it. Her comeuppance. Time to
            pay the piper. If she had a hair shirt, she would have worn it.
         

         
         Being short on medieval means of self-flagellation, however, she popped her head into Thea’s chamber and agreed to take a
            part in the play instead.
         

         
         “And just so you know,” Verity added stoically, “the experience will likely kill me.”

         
         Unmoved by the prospect of her untimely demise, her sister grinned. “Look on the bright side. Your performance will likely
            kill the audience first. Either way, it should be entertaining.”
         

         
         After that happy encounter, Verity left Hartley Hall with a determined yet somber stride.
         

         
         The rain had stopped several hours ago, but she wore the hood of her cloak pulled low over her head all the same. She did
            not deserve sunshine. Only mud puddles. And by the time she arrived for her presumed arraignment, her legs felt as leaden
            as if she were dragging a ball and chain by each ankle.
         

         
         Much to her surprise, she was welcomed graciously into the countess’s sitting room, where the walls were lined in flower-painted
            silk and the air perfumed by bright bouquets of hothouse flowers. But she refused to allow the cheerful surroundings to lift
            her spirits, and she steeled herself for the worst.
         

         
         Haranguing would be involved, of course. Along with castigations, raised voices, finger pointing and, quite possibly, smelling
            salts.
         

         
         Unable to bear the weight of suspense of what was to come, Verity started explaining the matter all over again before she’d
            taken two steps into the room. “I must apologize once more for involving your family in my own act of perjury, my lady. There
            is absolutely no excuse for what I have done. I cannot even lay the blame at the feet of Nell Hunnicutt, who has been a thorn
            in my side for most of my life, because I have plenty of faults of my own . . .”
         

         
         Unfortunately, once those words started flowing, a torrent of confessions swiftly followed.

         
         She couldn’t stop herself from recounting every inadequacy. “. . . a potted ficus, if I’m to be honest . . .” Every embarrassment. “. . . and there I was on my hands and knees in the mud, and it was far from the first time . . .” Every well-intentioned but, ultimately, disastrous decision. “. . . then I was just hanging there with the dogs barking at my heels and the rest you know. But not a moment has gone by since, that I haven’t wished I’d fallen on my head instead.” 

         
         Lady Broadbent waited patiently for her to finish and shook her head. “Good gracious, girl! Did you think I summoned you here
            in order to flog you?”
         

         
         “Well . . . something to that effect.”

         
         Turning, the countess rang the little silver bell sitting on the round table beside her. A maid appeared in the doorway at
            once. “The cat-o’-nine tails, Adelaide, if you please.” When the maid blinked in confusion, she added, “Oh, better make it
            tea and cake instead.”
         

         
         The maid curtsied and left them alone. Lady Broadbent gestured to the ivory damask settee, the corner of her mouth hitching
            in a grin.
         

         
         “So, my lady did not call me here to chastise me?” Verity asked as she sank to the edge of the cushion.

         
         Having been raised in a house where absolutely anything could happen at any moment—like chickens in the drawing room, or Father
            pretending that Mother had poisoned him at dinner and then performing a death scene—she preferred to understand the point
            of things whenever she could.
         

         
         The countess ruffled the air with her fingertips and shook her head. “Nonsense, my dear girl. In your shoes, I might have
            done the same. In fact, I told a small fib or two in order to secure Lord Broadbent’s attentions.”
         

         
         “Oh, but I wasn’t trying to gain your grandson’s attention. In fact, I’d rather he never knew. Is there any way that we could
            arrange that, do you think? To disavow the rumor before it has a chance to spread?”
         

         
         “Rumors are rather feral creatures, I’m afraid. There really is no way of containing them once they are let loose.”

         
         Verity nodded glumly. She knew, from overhearing the servants gossiping in Hartley Hall, that her lie had already spread through
            the village faster than chicken feathers in the drawing room. There were people paying calls and sending word of congratulations
            who had rarely acknowledged her existence.
         

         
         Then again, the villagers used any excuse to pay a call on Father in the hopes of being cast in one of his productions.

         
         “My only consolation is that this lie cannot run wild for too much longer. The truth is bound to come out,” Verity said.

         
         And then everyone would look at her with pity just as they’d done after the bakery incident. Ugh. However, that was another
            nightmare altogether and she could only deal with one at a time.
         

         
         “Perhaps,” the dowager offered. “Though, it is my experience that people often invent their own truths.”

         
         Verity’s father had said the same thing when she’d confessed. Conchobar Hartley believed that the truth and a lie were two
            sides of the same coin. If you spin it cleverly, it was impossible to tell which was which.
         

         
         The thought sent a surge of panic through her. Her lie was bad enough. But it would be even worse if it took on a life of
            its own.
         

         
         “The story is too outlandish for anyone with sense to believe. The very idea that any members of our families could ever have
            any sort of romantic involvement . . . well, it’s almost Shakespearean. We’re veritable Capulets and Montagues,” she rambled,
            feeling a pang of envy toward Juliet and wishing she had a happy dagger to end her current misery. “And besides, I’ve never even met your grandson.”
         

         
         Lady Broadbent appeared neither alarmed nor concerned by her guest’s outburst. She merely pursed her lips and offered a Hmm in a noncommittal fashion, the way that one might shrug one’s shoulders. “Those trivialities rarely matter when there’s a
            tantalizing tidbit of gossip to spread. Doubtless, there’s another rumor abounding about how you met.”
         

         
         When the maid reappeared in that moment, tray in hand, Lady Broadbent inquired, “Tell me, Adelaide, have you heard any news
            regarding my grandson and Miss Hartley?”
         

         
         “If I may be so bold, my lady,” the maid began as she arranged the tea service on a low rosewood table. “I heard that Mr.
            Hartley, the miss’s brother, introduced them years ago and they’ve been corresponding in secret ever since.”
         

         
         Lady Broadbent’s brows arched with intrigue as she eyed Verity. “And passionate letters, no doubt.”

         
         “Oh, yes, my lady. Mrs. Rayburn at the post office says that she accidentally intercepted one a few months ago. The address
            was poorly written and she opened it by mistake, but it contained a lock of His Grace’s hair as well as a poem he’d written
            about their love being forbidden since their families hated each other. It has sent many a heart aflutter.”
         

         
         Verity growled in frustration. Of all the dukes she might have mentioned, or even invented, why did it have to be him? And
            why wasn’t anyone, other than herself, taking this seriously?
         

         
         Flustered, she went to the box window, staring out at a neatly ordered world through nine panes. The three tiers were sky,
            horizon and garden. It would have been so simple to continue her life as she had always done if she’d just managed to keep
            her mouth shut in the vicinity of the Tick.
         

         
         Verity had only seen the duke on a few occasions, years ago, when he’d visited his grandmother and accompanied her on jaunts to the village. But it had always been from a distance. There’d been the throng of her sisters’ admirers to contend with, after all. 

         
         He’d also gone hunting with her brother. She’d seen the pair of them from the window, riding off across the meadow. But Truman
            had never brought friends to sup with the family, for the obvious reason that said family would inevitably embarrass him by
            staging an impromptu production after—or heaven forbid, during—dinner.
         

         
         “This tittle-tattle is ridiculous. After all, wouldn’t a man who wrote passionate letters be eager to visit the hamlet where
            his beloved lived, not to mention his own grandmother? Forgive me, my lady. But has everyone forgotten that he hasn’t been
            here in ages?”
         

         
         “As a matter of fact . . .” Lady Broadbent began.

         
         But Verity didn’t give her the chance to finish. She was too incensed by the absolute lunacy of this entire ordeal. “And I
            suppose it doesn’t even matter that His Grace and I have never been in the same place at the same time. Of course not. Village
            folk would prefer to invent letters that have never been written. My only consolation is that there isn’t a single person
            who can honestly state that the duke and I have ever been standing in a room—”
         

         
         A throat cleared from somewhere behind her and she turned away from the window as the last word fell from her lips.

         
         “—together.”

         
         A man stood in the doorway. And not just any man either.

         
         No, no, no, no, no. It couldn’t be, she thought as her stomach flipped with dread and her heart started thudding heavily beneath her breast.
         

         
         Oh, but it was. The Duke of Longhurst was here!

         
         Even though she’d only seen him from a distance, she would know the coal black hair and proud set of those broad shoulders anywhere. 

         
         What she had never witnessed, however, was the muscle jumping along an angled jawline that was so hard-edged and unforgiving
            that it might have been cleaved from a slab of slate. His mouth was surely made of the same substance for all the welcome
            it possessed.
         

         
         In this closer proximity, she noted that he had something of a swarthy appearance, his face tan and lean. Beneath heavy dark
            brows, a pair of light brown eyes glared intensely at her as if his skull contained the brazier fire that belonged in Honoria’s
            Trojan dragon and he was prepared to burn a hole through his enemies.
         

         
         And right now, that was Verity.
         

         
         “As I was saying,” the countess continued, “the reason I called you here today was because my grandson is visiting and I thought
            the two of you could settle a few matters. Magnus, I should like to introduce you to Miss Hartley. Verity, my grandson.”
         

         
         He issued a curt, perfunctory nod from the doorway, those eyes raking disdainfully down to her mud-speckled hem and back up
            again.
         

         
         Part of her wondered if anyone smelled smoke in the air or if she was imagining things. Another part was glad he remained
            on the other side of the threshold and she could hold fast to her claim that they’d never been in the same room.
         

         
         Swallowing down a rise of nerves, she curtsied on wobbly legs, her palms perspiring against her skirts. “Your Grace, I must
            apologize for bringing you into all of this. Please know that I never imagined that my insignificant little lie would ever
            reach your ears.”
         

         
         “Ah. Do you lie for your own amusement, then?” he asked, his voice low and gravelly. If dragons had ever spoken, she was certain
            they’d sounded just like that.
         

         
         “Well, no. What I was trying to say . . .”

         
         Her words trailed off as he arched a brow and she realized that he wasn’t actually interested in the answer.

         
         When he stepped into the room, she could have sworn she felt the quake of it beneath her slippers, jolting upward through
            the marrow of her bones.
         

         
         Then again, he was a veritable beast of a man, powerfully built in a way that wasn’t typical for a gentleman. At least, not
            the ones she’d met. Though, strangely enough it wasn’t his size that made him intimidating, but the way he carried himself.
         

         
         Beneath his tailored coat and trousers, he had a way of prowling, smooth and controlled like some sort of wild creature that
            might pounce the moment you looked away.
         

         
         Verity didn’t dare take her eyes off him. She didn’t even move from her spot in front of the window.

         
         He stopped by the mantel on the opposite side of the room, shoulders squared, arms crossed. “You will put an end to this nonsense
            at once. Tell everyone that you invented this betrothal and that there is nothing between us.”
         

         
         She had intended to do just that. After all, she had come here full of humility and remorse.

         
         At least . . . until he spoke.

         
         The instant he issued his command in that gruff, superior tone, she would sooner strip to her chemise and recite Fordyce’s Sermons from the rooftop before she did his bidding!
         

         
         Her hackles rose, her spine straight as a pike, and all contrition over her culpability in this matter evaporated. “How dare you imagine that you can order me about as if I were one of your servants! Though I should hope you’d have sense enough to treat the people who might spit in your teapot a bit better. As for me, I am still the daughter of a gentleman and if you want to ensure that everyone knows there’s nothing between us . . . tell them yourself,” she huffed. Then, remembering her hostess, she looked to the countess and said, “I beg your pardon, my lady. But it had to be said.” 

         
         A small smile lifted the corner of Lady Broadbent’s mouth. “You have a bit of fire in you, after all, Miss Hartley.”

         
         “She is a veritable shrew,” the duke muttered.

         
         Verity knew her sisters were far more outspoken than she had ever been, but no one had ever called them shrews. Clearly, labels
            such as those were reserved for plain women. But she refused to let the barb bother her.
         

         
         Ignoring him, she continued speaking directly to the countess. “I am not usually so volatile. But I detest when a person makes
            rash judgments over appearances or circumstances about which they know nothing. If your grandson had bothered to speak to
            me in a cordial manner, he would know that I am equally upset by this turn of events.”
         

         
         “Events which you created,” he growled, his hands fisted at his sides.
         

         
         She clenched her teeth. “If I could have conjured the name of any other duke in all of England—nay, in all the world—I surely
            would have done so and saved myself a megrim.”
         

         
         “Then why not simply invent another? Say you spoke in error.”

         
         “Do you think I did not attempt that already? I listed the names of every duke I’d ever heard of and even a few I had not.”
            The latter category had been soundalike variations on Longhurst, such as Longwurst and Langerst. A few others were just her muttering nonsensically. Until finally, and much to her mortifications, she’d said Songburst. Which had been greeted with a chorus of giggles and knowing grins.
         

         
         “The servants only imagined that I was trying to protect our secret,” she admitted in frustration. “Regrettably, I’ve always been rather dreadful at lying.” 

         
         “And you expect me to believe that a member of the Hartley clan, a family known for spinning falsehoods that lead others to
            ruin, is unable to lie convincingly?”
         

         
         She could have argued her point. And, oh, there was something about him that made her want to argue . . . perhaps even bare
            her claws and teeth . . . but instead, she took the sensible high road.
         

         
         Gathering her composure on a deep breath, she said, “As long as we stay away from each other—”

         
         “That won’t be difficult,” he interjected.

         
         “—the rumor will disappear on its own.” She narrowed her eyes. Ooooh, that man! She absolutely abhorred him. How her brother could have been friends with such a cretin was beyond her. “Forgive me, my lady,
            but I shall take my leave. Thank you for the generous invitation.”
         

         
         “My driver is at your disposal, my dear.”

         
         “Thank you, no,” she said with a curtsy. “Walking will help alleviate the murderous compulsions I’m feeling toward your grandson
            at the moment.”
         

         
         She received a surprised laugh from her hostess as she marched out of the room without a backward glance to the duke. The
            only problem was, she was afraid this wasn’t over. Not by a long shot.
         

         
          

         So that was the famed sister which his former acquaintance Mr. Hartley had regaled him of for years, extolling her cleverness
            and dry wit? Magnus could account for nothing of the sort. In fact, he had rarely been so incensed as when he watched her
            walk out the door.
         

         
         There must have been something in the Hartley blood that brought out the worst in him.

         
         “Another round and I’d thought I would have to ring for a ewer of water and toss it on the pair of you. But she certainly held her own. I daresay, her eyes were hurling spears at you and her tongue was whip sharp,” his grandmother said with a pleased chortle. 

         
         “Do not tell me that you admire that . . . that creature.”
         

         
         His grandmother’s dove gray brows lifted as she pursed her lips. “She surprised me. Usually, she’s such a quiet girl. But
            you know what they say, silent on the outside with a storm brewing on the inside.”
         

         
         He glowered at the window where she’d stood with the light silhouetting her plain brown hair and prim features. Her spear-hurling
            brown eyes were least remarkable of all. And when she was riled, the straight line of her shoulders stiffened and her slender
            arms gesticulated wildly.
         

         
         One should never trust anyone so easily lured into fits of pique.

         
         He couldn’t remember the last time someone had dared speak to him in such a manner. “She didn’t seem to have any trouble unleashing
            that tempest today.”
         

         
         “No, indeed. Perhaps it was simply time. Or perhaps she needed to meet someone disagreeable to bring it out of her.”

         
         “If I was disagreeable, the blame is hers alone. You don’t know what she has cost me. I was this close”—he raised his thumb
            and forefinger—“to finally securing the deal with Mr. Snow when her outrageous lie put a damper on the entire affair.”
         

         
         His grandmother scoffed. “You speak of taking a wife as little more than a handshake. Have you no regard for the future mother
            of your children?”
         

         
         Feeling the seams of his coat strain around his flexed bicep, he lowered his hand and regained control of his composure on
            a slow exhale.
         

         
         “Certainty is all I require. And I am certain that Miss Snow is an accomplished young woman who will make a fine duchess, and her fortune will ensure the stability of the Longhurst line for many years to come.” 

         
         “Be still my heart. Such poetry,” Grandmother said dryly. “And what will Miss Snow think of the rumor that you have jilted
            another woman for her?”
         

         
         “She will think nothing because that did not happen.”

         
         “Oh, but in the eyes of society that is precisely what will happen if you return to London without so much as a by-your-leave
            to Miss Hartley.”
         

         
         “Preposterous.”

         
         “I’m afraid not, Magnus. You see, this entire village has already invented a lengthy betrothal for the two of you, which began
            when you were still at university.”
         

         
         As his grandmother proceeded to explain the confounded rumors flying about, he was dumbstruck. Apparently, during the years
            that he’d been toiling on his own lands from dawn to dusk, he’d also been keeping a sweetheart? And while sweat had been pouring
            from his brow, his back breaking, he’d been composing love letters and sonnets? Ha!
         

         
         “So you see,” she continued, “the only way to truly extricate yourself from this ordeal and gain that certainty you require
            is to ensure that Miss Hartley ends the engagement.”
         

         
         “Then that is precisely what she will do this very day. I have far too much at stake to let this utter nonsense go on a moment
            longer.”
         

         
         When he took a step toward the door, his grandmother gave him a pitying look and shook her head. “It won’t be that simple.
            With you showing up just minutes before the betrothal is canceled, it will only make people question. If a reason is not supplied,
            they will invent one themselves. Furthermore, since you do not visit often, the blame will likely be yours, which will leave
            you in no better position than you are now.”
         

         
         He considered this for a moment and, damn it all, she was right.

         
         “Then what do you propose? That I marry a Hartley and let the family estate fall into utter ruin for the sake of these addlepated
            villagers?” He shuddered at the thought.
         

         
         “Surely not. All I’m suggesting is that you spend a few days here. A week at most.”

         
         “A week!”

         
         “Merely escort her to an assembly. A dinner. Visit the village shops with her on your arm and let them see for themselves
            how ill the two of you are suited. Then, in a sennight, Miss Hartley will release you of your obligation—”
         

         
         “It is not my obligation,” he cut in, tasting bitterness on his tongue. “And how do you even know that Miss Hartley will agree to this
            plan, hmm? After all, she is the one who embroiled me in this nonsense in the first place, risking my reputation as a man
            of honor and reason.”
         

         
         He could picture Phineas Snow, standing with his thumbs hooked in the pits of his waistcoat as he glowered with disapproval
            at the duke who did not come up to snuff. And then the fortune that Magnus needed to secure his family’s future would be lost.
         

         
         Starting again, seeking a new heiress to woo at this stage would take far too long. Much longer than he had.

         
         “I know it is difficult to imagine at the moment,” Grandmother continued kindly. “But Miss Hartley is a practical young woman
            who will see the sense in this plan. And, by the time it is over, neither of your reputations should be harmed in the least.
            In fact, it might even improve yours by making you more approachable. Society matrons and debutantes alike will see you in
            a kinder light. There’s nothing a woman likes more than to imagine herself as the saving angel for a heartbroken man.”
         

         
         He grumbled at the foolishness of that last statement. As for the rest of it, he supposed a shred of logic could be found. That was little consolation, however. Because, once again, his future was in the hands of a Hartley. He knew from experience that was the worst of all fates. 

         
         Embittered, he stalked to the window, the air tinged with the faint, sweet aroma of honeysuckle. He drew in a deep breath
            and stared out at the blue sky, wishing there was a single rain cloud that might follow a certain conniving creature on her
            trek back to Hartley Hall.
         

         
         But the cloud she deserved was nowhere in sight.

         
         Thinking it best to come up with a strategy and to cool his temper, he decided to wait until tomorrow morning before riding
            over to Hartley Hall to make his proposal.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Four

         
         The following morning, Verity found a missive lying in wait on the foyer table. The folded edges were parted, the red sealing
            wax cracked, suggesting it had been read by another member of the family.
         

         
         Out of mere curiosity, she picked it up. Then dropped it like a rancid potato.

         
         An invitation, of all things! And worse, it was for a dinner party at the Hunnicutt’s.

         
         Oh, how she wished she could have held the card over a sconce flame, burned it to ash and pretend it never arrived. However,
            at least one other person beneath this roof had read it, making that an impossibility. Not only that, but knowing the scheming
            persistence of Mrs. Hunnicutt—the apple did not fall far from that particular tree, after all—she would only send another
            and another until it was accepted.
         

         
         Nell’s mother was the daughter of landed gentry who married a younger son and often joked that she wouldn’t be too put out
            if her brother-in-law choked on a fishbone and left the viscountcy to her husband. But no one really thought she was jesting.
         

         
         Nevertheless, Elaine Hunnicutt and her daughter would likely do anything to ensure that they could tell everyone about having
            a duke dine at their table . . . even hand deliver an invitation to him in order to ferret out any titillating gossip!
         

         
         She could picture it—the Hunnicutts fawning over him, stroking Longhurst’s already overinflated ego as he revealed the unvarnished truth, supplying Nell
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