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“THERE IS NO SUCH THING as accident; it is fate misnamed.” ~ Napoleon Bonaparte
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“JACK BE NIMBLE, JACK be quick, Jack jump over the candlestick.” ~ children’s rhyme
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“BUT, THE BRAVEST ARE surely those who have the clearest vision of what is before them, glory and danger alike, and yet notwithstanding, go out to meet it.” ~ Thucydides

A cool summer rain pelted the rolling green grounds of the Bittlesworth estate. Rivulets of water dripped outside the folly claimed as a clubhouse for the afternoon, beating a staccato patter on the soaked earth. But all three of the youths inside were focused on the ceremony that Sabre was performing, cutting thin wounds in first Jack’s and then George’s palms. Jack looked a bit skeptical but George shrugged. Sabre had older brothers and seemed to know about these things. Joining their hands together, palm to palm, they sat in a circle while Sabre intoned, “Blood of my blood. Flesh of my flesh. We are now and forever the Haberdashers.” And that was how three little girls pledged an oath of friendship the summer they were eight years old.
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February 1815, London

Jacqueline Walters barely suppressed a sigh as she looked around the ballroom. She knew that Sabre had picked the name Haberdasher because it sounded daring. When Jack had learned that haberdashery was the term for men’s accessories, hats and gloves and the like, she had argued that they needed to change it. Now she could admit that Sabre, or more precisely Miss Sabrina Bittlesworth, was nothing short of prescient in selecting the name. Ten years later it seemed that Jack’s entire family was bent on making her some man’s accessory.

“Oh, Jackie, isn’t it quite the thing?” Her younger sister Samantha squeezed her arm. This was Sam’s first formal ball and Jack was sure that her sister would walk around gawking at the decorations if she didn’t think it would mark her as a complete naif.

“It’s lovely, though I hate to think of how many peacocks are roaming around completely naked in service of it.” The ballroom was grandly done in bright blues with peacock feathers displayed to excess. There were also quite a few trees from the orangery, the bright fruits making complementary splashes of color in the room. “Lady Wynders certainly knows how to make an impression.”

Sam continued to gush. “I think it’s the most amazing thing I’ve ever seen. I want to pinch myself to make sure I’m not dreaming.”

Jack smiled down at her little sister. “Surely if it were your dream there would be at least one kitten.”

“Oh, don’t be such a goose, Jack!” Sam said, with a nervous laugh.

“I’m just saying that your love of kittens is renowned,” Jack continued. “Why, when you are Lady Such-and-such and throw your first ball I shall expect to see kittens there.”

“Don’t tease me so, Jackie,” Sam admonished. “I shan’t aspire to a title.”

How like Sam to disparage the idea that she might snag a titled husband. However, if one of the Walters girls were to elevate her station it would undoubtedly be the petite, golden, and sweet-natured Samantha. Tall, serious Jack had been on the marriage mart for two years now and had been marked as a bluestocking, too intelligent and outspoken to be a good Society wife. She had slowly faded into the background as a wallflower, accepting that she would most likely be firmly on the shelf in another year. In the meantime she could be a chaperone for her sweet sister in the hopes of helping Sam make a worthy match. Perhaps, she thought, someone that she could stand since she would most likely be living with them as a helpful maiden aunt one day. Of course Mama and Papa still expected Jack to make a stunning match, but she was sure that as Sam blossomed in her first Season the pressure regarding Jack’s own marriage potential would wane. 

“You know,” Sam said, tapping her fan on Jack’s arm to get her attention, “men would be much more interested in you if you didn’t look at them all like they were Lord Lucifer.”

Jack frowned. “Don’t be ridiculous, I don’t look at them like that.”

“You were, just now. Staring at that poor little man over there as though he were a disciple of the devil himself.”

Jack’s gaze swept the room. “What little man? I was thinking about something else entirely, I assure you.”

Sam gave a delicate sigh. “Yes. You always are.”

A handsome young man of Jack’s barest acquaintance approached them for an introduction to Sam and Jack knew that it had begun. Four introductions and two glasses of punch later Jack was certain that her sweet little sister was already beginning to take in a way that Jack never had herself. Did she look at men as though they were that reprobate Lord Lucifer? Certainly not. To the best of her knowledge she didn’t look at men at all. Few of them took the opportunity to speak to her and fewer still asked for a dance. Hardly surprising, since she matched the height of most of them and towered over others. As such she spent most of her time at these events lingering along the wall and thinking.

During one particularly long country reel that Sam had been invited to dance and Jack had not she took the opportunity to find Lord Wynders’ famed classics library. Even level-headed Jack had to admit that being ignored for two years to then be sought out as a conduit of introduction to a debutante had a certain sting to it, one that she was certain could be relieved with a quick peek at a rare book. Perhaps he would even have some tomes on weaponry. She was quite sure that Lord Wynders wouldn’t mind. Too much. Especially since he would never find out.

After perusing the shelves Jack finally chose a book, setting the lamp on a shelf high enough to shine its light down onto the pages. Greek was difficult to read in the best of conditions and the combination of dim light and cramped writing in this particular text almost made her give up entirely. An arm sliding around her waist from behind interrupted her focus on the text. She stiffened as she felt the warmth of another person pressing up behind her, accompanied by a smell that was a mix of mint, cloves, and leather.

“And here you are,” a deep voice murmured in her ear. “You’re early.”

It was one of Jack’s peculiarities that she wasn’t the type to jump and scream. Both Sabre’s and George’s brothers had made it their mission over the years to get a girlish, squeamish reaction out of her to no avail. In this particular instance she was frozen like a statue while her heart sped into an erratic beat in her chest. Who was this man? Who did he think she was? She felt his breath on her neck as he nuzzled closer to her, his fingers tracing lazy patterns on her stomach.

“What are you reading?” he asked, voice low and husky at the side of her neck.

“Thucydides,” she managed in a strangled whisper.

He chuckled, his breath stirring the strands of hair at her nape. “Planning a war instead of a seduction? What am I saying, you probably consider them identical.”

Planning a seduction? Good gracious, who did he think she was? Why would anyone be planning a seduction in the library of all places? Her mind turned frantically like a moth trapped inside a jar. She had never done more than hold a man’s hand before, and that only briefly. This wasn’t only wrong, it was forbidden. Rather than panic her that thought intrigued her. She enjoyed doing forbidden things. Climbing trees, racing horses, practicing swords. Perhaps this forbidden activity would be just as invigorating.

Jack felt as though he were drawing her into a cocoon of his warmth and scent. His lips touched her neck and her own blush in reaction added to the sense of heat so that she almost felt she had walked into a fire. His other arm came around her and pulled the book from her fingers, laying it aside. He had eased her back against himself and her shoulders now rested on his chest while he continued his slow journey downward of touches and kisses. Her initial shock had worn off and her body was languidly surrendering. His nearness was new and thrilling and surprisingly relaxing. She melted back into him and was rewarded with another chuckle and a gentle nibble on her ear. She shivered in response and his arms tightened as his fingers became bolder in their exploration, one hand sweeping under her breasts while the other traveled down, pressing her back so that her derriere fit snugly against him. With that the sensations went from soothing to alarming and she tried to wriggle away.

He murmured in her ear again. “You are just as luscious as you look. More so. Let me taste you.”

Becoming outraged she pushed away and turned to address him. “Sir! You—”

He took her lips, covering her protest. Tasting, indeed. He sampled her lips with gentle suckling and licking. His errant hand had made its way to palm her breast and on her gasp he took the opportunity to plunder her mouth with his tongue. Jack shivered again. She had never felt anything like this before. Had never thought that it was even possible. Her body throbbed with hope and want and need but her mind was beginning to rebel even more at the outrage. She gave him a savage push and managed to lever away from him. The damnable man was the size of a house!

As her seducer drew back from the kiss and looked down at her face his own was illuminated by the lamp on the bookcase. She saw unfashionably long dark hair and dark, heavy-lidded eyes. The eyes widened with shock. 

“Who in the bloody hell are you?” he choked out.

The side door of the library opened and Jack heard a woman’s voice, a throaty contralto, coming in from the hallway. “No, Lord Wynders, I don’t need an escort but it is lovely of you to ask.”

“Well, my dear, it wouldn’t do for one of my guests to be left unattended at our soiree.”

Jack turned toward the door and her seducer took a step back as the woman entered the room. Outlined by the light from the hall all Jack could see was a tall, curvaceous figure cutting a rather fashionable silhouette. It was apparent the woman had seen them because of her surprised but understated, “Oh.”

Within a moment of that shock the woman began to withdraw but Lord Wynders had scented scandal and pushed the door open further. The light from the hallway spilled a feeble ray across the floor and dimly lit the occupants at the bookcase. Wynders drew himself up. “Harington,” he said shortly.

“Wynders,” Jack’s seducer replied with a brief nod.

“Miss Walters,” Wynders said, with a nod in Jack’s direction. Jack could feel the tension in the room rising as the four occupants eyed each other.

Jack dipped a quick curtsy. “Lord Wynders.”

Another voice in the hallway, this one a woman with a higher and more patrician tone. “Darling, whatever are you doing in the library?”

Lord Wynders moved aside to allow his wife into the room. “I suspect...” he began.

Harington grabbed Jack’s hand and pulled her forward, cutting off Wynders. “Congratulating us on our upcoming nuptials.” Jack looked at him in panic and he pulled her tight against him. “Although we would appreciate your discretion since the particulars haven’t been worked out with her father yet.” 

They had drawn close enough to their unexpected audience for Jack to see their faces. Lord Wynders looked speculative, Lady Wynders looked delighted at this on dit, and the mystery woman looked sympathetic. Upon closer inspection Jack could see that she was the widow Lady...Spencer? Spinner? Undoubtedly the woman with whom Harington had planned to rendezvous in the library this evening.

Lord Wynders broke the silence. “Miss Walters, perhaps you would like for me to fetch your father so that they can discuss this?”

Jack glanced up at Harington and then back to her host. She mustered a smile that she hoped wasn’t too sickly. The year she had spent recovering from a broken arm after falling off her horse came rushing back to her. Sometimes things were forbidden because they were dangerous. “No thank you my Lord. Don’t worry Papa with it now.”

Returning to the main ballroom they made their way around the periphery in a slow stroll, absently nodding to acquaintances in a typical display of a potential couple. It maintained the fiction presented to the Wynders while not making a clear commitment to the other attendees. Jack was desperately trying to remember where she had heard the name Harington before. He was an aristocrat, that was clear, but what kind? Younger son of a titled man? A baron himself perhaps? It was rare to find a man a full head taller than herself but she didn’t remember him from the soirees she had attended in her first two seasons. Perhaps he had only recently returned to Town. It was still quite early in the season so perhaps he only attended smaller affairs. Her mind churned through possibilities while he seemed content to maintain the silence between them. 

Presently he stopped and spoke to someone Jack very much recognized, the Duke of Beloin. This was a surprise to her since the young duke was known to be a bit high in the instep. As the duke turned to address her escort with a friendly smile Jack remembered. Harington. Bloody hell, it was the Earl of Harington. She pasted a false smile on her face and began to wonder how on earth she would be getting out of this tangle.
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Regardless of his desires to the opposite, the next day did dawn for Gideon Wolfe, Earl of Harington. He looked up at the Walters townhouse with some trepidation. He had already avoided the early morning hours, convincing himself that he shouldn’t assume Walters would be up and about like himself. But there was no avoiding it any longer. Gazing at the black lacquered door he thought it was like his future, an interminable black void. Marriage had not been something he was planning imminently, perhaps never. His solicitor pestered him periodically about the succession and as a result Gideon knew exactly which cousins were to inherit and in what order. Why should he want a wife? In his experience women were only pleasant in the beginning of a relationship, after which they became clingy, demanding termagants. His mother had been an excellent example of the species, nagging his father into an early grave. Firmly shoving aside his morose thoughts he grabbed the brass knocker to rap smartly at the door. It was opened by a butler of middling years who had that peculiar talent of seeming both subservient and dismissive at once.

“How may I help you, sir?”

Gideon offered his card. “The Earl of Harington to see Mr. Walters, if you please.”

The butler accepted the card and bowed Gideon into the front hall, then preceded him through the hallway. The townhouse was what Gideon would have expected for a gentleman of some connections and inherited wealth. A subdued decor, aged but with a timeless quality. The Walters were cousins of the present Viscount Whitemarch, if he recalled correctly, from the branch of a younger son some generations back. Certainly enough of a pedigree that no one should be surprised by the selection of his countess, provided they could keep the particulars of the reasons for the engagement from the society papers. He had been surprised when there had been no mention in the morning papers and had to credit Lord and Lady Wynders with more discretion than he’d thought them capable. For a brief moment he had considered the danger past without the need to offer for the chit, but the moment had been fleeting. Truth would often out, and the more unpleasant the truth the more likely that it would get tongues to wagging. Honor dictated that he couldn’t leave any woman without the protection he could offer in such circumstances. If the story were to get out, at worst the true story, then not only would the girl’s reputation be ruined but perhaps that of her entire family. Nor would such a salacious tale help Gideon’s own standing, especially if he were to act without the honor expected of any gentleman of his class. Maintaining his reputation in Parliament dictated this action if nothing else did.

The butler stepped into an open door and bowed to the occupant. “The Right Honorable Gideon Wolfe, Earl of Harington, sir.”

Gideon’s first impression of his future father-in-law was a voice saying, “Very good, Villiers. Show him in, please.” It was a tired voice, resigned. Not the voice of a man delighted that his daughter had finagled an Earl by whatever means necessary. Villiers bowed Gideon into the room, a large study with maple-paneled walls and warm sunshine spilling in from tall windows. A slender man stood by the desk, perhaps forty years old, of about the same height as his daughter, and with her pale brown hair. The family resemblance was unmistakable. But where Miss Walters had forest green eyes, a detail Gideon had noted when she had turned to him in surprise at introduction to a duke, her father’s were a watery blue. Gideon bowed. “Thank you for receiving me, sir.”

That caused Mr. Walters to quirk a small smile. “Yes, I’m famed for my tendency to toss out all the nobility that comes by.”

Gideon hesitated. When he had imagined this exchange it certainly hadn’t featured a potential father in law who was both resigned and sarcastic.

Walters waved a hand. “My apologies for the attempt at humor. Please, have a seat. Brandy?”

“Yes, please.” It was all he could do to not suggest that Walters hand him the whole bottle.

Returning from the sideboard with two glasses Walters sank into the guest chair next to Gideon after handing him his drink, rather than sitting behind the desk. “So,” he said without preamble, “you think you want to marry my daughter.”

Choking a bit on the swallow of brandy he had taken, Gideon managed. “Of course.”

Walters had crossed his legs and begun jiggling his foot while staring down into his own brandy glass. “I have to warn you that Jacqueline is not in favor of the marriage.”

Gideon frantically searched his memory. Was Jacqueline the daughter or the wife? He couldn’t recall that he knew either name so stayed silent.

“My wife is overjoyed of course. Her father was a merchant and now her daughter will be a countess.”

A-ha! Jacqueline was the daughter. His future wife and he hadn’t known her name. Nor that her mother had come from the merchant class. And her father didn’t seem inclined toward the match either. Perhaps Gideon would ask for the bottle.

Walters’ pale blue gaze rose to meet his own again. “From all that I’ve heard about you, Harington, I wouldn’t have thought you to be a man of few words.”

“I’m, ah, overcome with the event.”

“So, here I have a daughter who spent the whole of the night trying to convince me to reject your suit, and a potential son in law who behaves like a man marching to the gallows. Certainly not the recipe for a happy marriage, do you think?”

Struck by that unexpected comment Gideon asked, “Is that important to you, that your daughter be happy?” 

Walters’ foot stopped jiggling. “Of course it is.” He looked off toward the sunny windows and sipped at his brandy. “Perhaps one day when you have children of your own you will understand.”

“I can only hope so, sir.”

Walters looked at him again. “When you hadn’t arrived by nine this morning Jack decided you weren’t going to come and finally went to sleep. She was relieved.”

Gideon now stared down into his drink. “I didn’t want to assume you would be up early.”

“On a day when our eldest daughter is to become engaged? I worry that you aren’t showing a great deal of wisdom or insight.”

The man wasn’t intimidated by rank in the least and his acerbic comments were getting on the earl’s last nerve. “My apologies, sir,” Gideon said stiffly. “I didn’t think of it that way.”

Walters sighed. “So, the particulars. Jacqueline has a dowry of three thousand pounds which will be rendered to you upon the completion of the wedding vows.”

“If you don’t mind me saying, sir,” Gideon interrupted, “you don’t seem enthused by the idea of this marriage.”

“Enthused? No. But is it necessary? Yes.” Walters tossed back the remainder of his brandy and then his pale blue gaze settled on Gideon again. “Let me be clear about this. If I didn’t think it would do more harm than good to her reputation I would have called you out this morning for even thinking of touching my daughter. As she does not seem inclined to this marriage, no, I’m not in favor of it. But I want my younger daughter Samantha to have a chance at a good match. I want my wife able to go out in polite society. Neither of those things will occur with the barest hint of scandal; our family simply isn’t important enough to withstand it. I will say that I’m disappointed in Jacqueline for putting us in this position, but there is very little choice in the outcome now, is there?”

Gideon shook his head. “No, there appears to be no choice at all.”

Both men were startled from their brooding by the door crashing open.

*****
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WHEN JACK HEARD THAT the earl had arrived she raced down the stairs and threw open the door of her father’s study. And there he was. Not to be inconvenienced by rising early, he had dragged his dissolute, arrogant carcass to her house on what had to be going on two of the afternoon, and now sat drinking her father’s prized brandy for what probably served as his breakfast. If she had something close to hand to throw at his head she was fairly sure she would do it. After her shock had worn off the night before, she had spent hours trying to convince her father that the marriage wouldn’t be necessary or a good idea. It was the one time in her life she had regretted her natural honesty. If she had kept the full truth of the situation from her father he might have been more pliable, but upon hearing even the sketchiest description of what had happened earlier in the evening he had been consumed with a cold rage, the likes of which she’d never seen. Her frustration had led to crying and pleading, but her uncharacteristic behavior had seemed to make her father more intractable. Her only relief had come when Harington hadn’t arrived in the morning. No earl, not even a note. Surely he had realized that backing away from a hasty engagement made due to silly social pressures was the best course! Now he was here, cozened in the warm room as though he were a treasured family friend. It was outside of enough.

He rose to his feet and bowed to her as though she weren’t standing in the door breathing heavily from running down two flights of steps. “Miss Walters.”

She gripped the door handle tightly, a solid anchor in a world that was very much off-kilter. “Harington.”

He raised a brow at her more casual use of his name. His gaze traveled up and down her  in an appraising way. “You look well today.”

She nearly snorted. She full well knew she was flushed, most likely with wisps of hair floating around from her headlong flight down the steps. It was tempting to return his bland compliment, but he truly was looking well. A man with such a dissolute reputation shouldn’t look so...well. He had the physique of a horseman, with broad shoulders and a narrow waist leading to solid thighs encased in buff breeches. Realizing that her gaze had wandered to his breeches Jack felt herself blush. When she looked back to his face he smiled knowingly at her and she wanted to throw something at him all over again. Instead she took a deep breath and said, “Perhaps you would like to take a walk in the garden?” If she couldn’t convince her father about the perfidy of this match then the next best course of action was to convince Harington.
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Upon Miss Walters’ invitation to walk in the garden Gideon looked to her father, who shrugged tiredly and nodded his consent. When he’d offered the girl his arm she had looked at it like a snake, then after a deep breath had taken it without comment. At this point he was a bit put off by the Walters family. It wasn’t as if he was a pariah! Most young women would be beyond delighted at being offered marriage to an earl regardless of the reason. Once outside in the back gardens Miss Walters towed him down a path. She slowed at the sight of a stone bench under the shade of an old oak. The view included an arbor and a bed of roses still dormant for the winter.

Stopping in front of the bench Gideon took both of her hands in his own. Not the easiest thing since she seemed disinclined to surrender them or to turn to look at him. Frustrated by her obstinacy, Gideon did something he hadn’t expected to and dropped to one knee in front of her. “Miss Walters, would you give me the pleasure of being my wife?”

She began tugging to get him to release her hands. “No.”

At her flat denial Gideon did release her and rose back to his feet. “No?”

Miss Walters brushed some dead leaves off the bench before seating herself and carefully arranging her skirts. “No, I don’t think we need to marry at all. I understand that a public engagement may be necessary, but after a suitable period I can beg off.”

Gideon remained standing since her voluminous skirts left little room for a companion on the bench. “That is not acceptable. Honor dictates we marry, otherwise your reputation, and most likely that of your family, will be ruined.”

She raised her chin to address him directly. “No.”

“No?”

She seemed absorbed in smoothing her skirts again. “Simply that. No.”

Gideon held his breath for a moment. It wouldn’t do to lose his temper. Just because neither of them wanted this match didn’t mean that either of them was to blame. Miss Walters turned her head away from him to look at the arbor, her chin tilted at a defiant angle. 

“What do you expect me to do? Propriety demands—”

She whipped her gaze back to him, her green eyes like chips of emerald. “To hell with propriety! I wasn’t planning to marry at all, much less...” she waved her hand at him, from his Hessian boots to his barely tamed hair, “you. Life as a spinster due to my ‘reputation’ would be a far happier life than one where I am married to you.”

He stepped closer, crowding her with his height and bulk. “As though I would be getting the superior end of the bargain?”

She huffed. “Undoubtedly! At least you won’t have to worry about me planning assignations at social events.”

“Bloody hell, woman! Not just stubborn, but a harpy as well?” Gideon threw his arms out in exasperation. “This marriage is getting better by leaps and bounds.”

“Stating facts makes me a harpy?”

“Facts? You do not know me madam. If you were a man, and questioned my honor thus—”

She poked a finger toward him. “You don’t know me and—”

“Zounds, woman!” he exploded. “Will I ever be able to finish a sentence in your presence?”

Miss Walters opened her mouth to reply and then shut it again. She went back to staring at the arbor as though the vine-wrapped structure were the ultimate source of their problems.

Gideon straightened his cuffs. “If we are to get on you cannot constantly contradict me.”

This time she looked at him as though he had sprouted another head but her lips remained firmly sealed.

“It wouldn’t do to have a countess who cannot conduct herself appropriately,” he added.

That seemed to unglue her lips. “No one is asking you to!”

“This is not a negotiation! We are getting married and you need to resign yourself to that!”

This caused her to surge from the bench. She placed her fists on her hips and narrowed her eyes again. “Even if I do agree to marry you I will not become a simpering mouse and you will need to resign yourself to that!”

Realizing that it was best to quit the field before he did something hideous, like throttling his new fiancée, Gideon sketched a stiff bow. “Good day, madam.” As he walked away he could hear her irritated huff and something that sounded suspiciously like “bloody bastard.” Stopping by her father’s study briefly to ensure that the announcement would be in the morning’s paper, Gideon took his leave of the Walters’ home.

For the first time in her life Jack retreated to her bedroom, threw herself across the bed, and wept like her best friend had died. All of this trouble because of her love of Greek? It was unfair! There seemed to be no escaping the engagement. But perhaps she could still avoid marrying him. If only Sabre and George were here they would help her come up with a plan. She wiped her tears and went to her writing desk.


My dearest Haberdashers, 

I send you both a copy of this letter as I desperately need you here with me now. It seems that I am to marry soon. Yes, it is rather sudden. My betrothed is Gideon Wolfe, Earl of Harington. Although I would be against the match myself, my family seems in favor of it. Father seems resolute, if you can imagine that. My mother is over the moon of course, and also sure that my elevation to countess will assure Sam making a good match. Meanwhile Sam, softhearted and dare I say softheaded girl that she is, has been trying to convince me that it could be a love match. Oh, how much I need you at this time! Sabre, you could help me to set and stay on the right course. George, you could help me see what all my options are. I have only seen two - rejection of Harington which will lead to my ruin, or acceptance of his suit which will chain me eternally to what seems an overbearing, arrogant, uncompromising man. What am I to do? Fulfill my duty to my family to marry him? Or follow the best course for myself and reject him? I desperately need your counsel.

Together forever,

Jack



*****
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FOR THE NEXT THREE days everywhere Gideon went someone wanted to congratulate him on his engagement. At his club, at Tattersall’s, even at Gentleman Jackson’s. It was enough to make him consider retreating to one of his country manors. And while it was difficult enough receiving the felicitations with grace, the comments...the comments would be his undoing. “Charming gel,” said the Marquess of Bath. “All that is demure and graceful.” Then the diminutive Baron Hastings with his almost worshipful praises, admitting that he’d been too intimidated by her to ask her to dance. It was all Gideon could do to not shout at the man, “Then you marry her!” It was as though none of them had even met the same woman he had. Sensual and attractive, yes, but she was possessed with the tongue and humors of an asp. 

On the night of that third day he knew that he was to see her. They were both invited to the Wittier soiree and it would be their first event as an officially engaged couple. Gideon spent extra time dressing for the event, partially because he wanted to look his best and partially because every extra minute spent on preparation was another minute where his travel was delayed. Then he became annoyed as this was the second time he was avoiding dealing with what he was now calling “the Walters problem.” His valet was tying his cravat for the second time when he heard footsteps from the hall, his butler Dibbs followed by another, familiar set.

“Announcing his grace, my lord,” Dibbs intoned from the doorway.

“Hullo, Giddy,” said the duke as he entered and flopped down on the lounge chair in Gideon’s dressing room.

“What are you doing out slumming, Quince?”

“Slumming? Indeed not. With the announcement of your engagement you became as respectable as any earl might hope to be. Although I am concerned that this marriage disease might be catching.”

“Worry not, Quince, you will marry precisely the perfect woman at precisely the perfect time. Your perfection is part of your charm.”

“Yes, I think thirty is the perfect age to marry. That means I have at least another two and a half years of freedom.”

“By your theory I am marrying two years early? It feels a great deal earlier than that.”

“That’s part of why I came to see you, old boy. There is talk afoot, what with your engagement being so sudden. It would do for you to at least hint at a sudden tendre for this girl.”

“Who is to say that we haven’t formed a tendre? I don’t remember talking to you about it.”

Quince fixed him with a droll stare. “Unlike the others I actually know you quite well. When you introduced me to her you were furious and, if I’m not mistaken, she was in shock. Now I come here tonight to intercept you and end up cooling my heels in your library for an hour while you fiddle with your cravat.”

“You were downstairs? Dibbs didn’t inform me.”

“I told him not to bother since you are usually quite punctual and I wanted to catch you on your way out. I then found myself staring at your family portraits until I began to fancy I knew them all quite intimately. But the point of this being that you aren’t acting like yourself and it won’t be long before others notice that as well.”

Gideon frowned. “Men in love are known to act quite strangely. Who’s to say this isn’t due to love?”

“Simple, my dear boy. The look on your face. Were that the look of love there would be more duels ’twixt the bride and groom at weddings.”

Gideon continued frowning while giving a final inspection to his coat. “There aren’t more duels at weddings, Quince, because by the time you arrive
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