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            Are you sure/

            That we are awake?

            It seems to me/

            That yet we sleep, we dream.

            A Midsummer Night’s Dream

            William Shakespeare
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            Chapter 1

         
         The heavy chimes of the clock resounded on the air, lifting up through the bowels of the house like deep tolls of forewarning.
            Each strike reverberated deep inside Charlotte like something physical. A tangible beat . . . a tolling clang that coincided
            with the low pulsing discomfort in her belly—the telltale signal that her menses were coming.
         

         
         Oh, blast.

         
         If she was given to heavier expletives, this would be the time for it. Once a month would be the time for it.

         
         Now would be the time for it.
         

         
         Always, it came. Like clockwork, Charlotte endured terrible cramps three to five days before her menses began. The misery.
            The suffering. The crawl-in-her-bed agony was as reliable as the tides.
         

         
         It didn’t matter when or where. It certainly didn’t wait for convenience. The cramping afflicted her whenever it so chose,
            and unfortunately that was almost never late in the evening when she could lock herself up in her chamber and relegate herself
            to the comfort of her bed with a hot-water bottle. No, it always seemed to occur at the most importune times.
         

         
         Such as now.

         
         Charlotte counted the heavy chimes under her breath until they reached seven. It was time. The supper hour. Time to join everyone
            downstairs. She released a shuddery breath and flattened her hand against her unsteady stomach.
         

         
         She could do this.

         
         Her betrothed and his family waited below stairs. Her family waited, too. Well, except for Nora, who stared at her expectantly,
            one hand propped on her hip, the other hand extending a small cup to her.
         

         
         “Are you certain this is not something else and not your usual monthly discomfort?” Nora asked with arched eyebrow. “Not some
            other thing bothering you?”
         

         
         Charlotte did not like the question one little bit. She knew what thing her sister referred to and she did not care for the implication. Her sister thought her stomach was unsettled at the prospect
            of dinner with her betrothed and his family.
         

         
         “It’s not because of that,” she snapped. Indeed, it was not because of them. The suggestion was as insulting as it was absurd.
         

         
         Charlotte snatched the cup from her sister’s hand, telling herself the cordial would help. Her discomfort was only mild this
            time. She would get through the evening. She could do this. Tomorrow she could lounge about, shrouded in cozy blankets, sipping
            tea with hot-water bottles on her belly to help ease the ache.
         

         
         Now was not the time to let any discomfort get the best of her.

         
         Nora made a face, apparently determined to make her point and not leave it at mere implications. “Are you certain you’re not
            simply dreading this dinner and looking for a reason to beg off?”
         

         
         “Of course not.” Indignation flared in Charlotte’s chest. “Why should I dread dinner with Billy and his family? We’ve taken
            dinner with them many times.”
         

         
         “Exactly.” Nora rolled her eyes. “You know what lies ahead.”

         
         “Be kind, Nora,” she admonished.

         
         “William is unobjectionable, I suppose. Decent enough. A bit of a dull bird, but . . .” She shrugged as her voice faded away.
            She looked Charlotte up and down and her thoughts were perfectly transparent.
         

         
         Nora thought Charlotte was dull, too.

         
         It was a fair assessment. Charlotte didn’t begrudge her for it. She knew she was the uninteresting Langley sister. The boring one.
         

         
         The mouse.

         
         She lacked the fortitude and grace of her eldest sister, Marian, and all the boldness and wit of Nora. She was unexciting—just
            like Billy. It was that simple.
         

         
         They were two dull birds, which made them a good and comfortable match. Nora knew it. Charlotte knew it. Everyone who knew
            them knew it.
         

         
         Charlotte had known Billy since they were children. She, like everyone else in Brambledon, had always assumed they would wed.

         
         Nora continued, “But his parents are perfectly wretched, Char. How can you abide them?”

         
         “I’m not marrying his parents,” she countered evenly.

         
         Nora snorted. “Aren’t you?”

         
         Charlotte ignored her and rotated the cup in her hand, looking down at the murky contents. Flecks of herbs spotted the inside
            walls of the cup, resembling bits of dirt.
         

         
         She wished her younger sister could be a little more supportive and a little less outspoken. A little more like Marian, who
            supported Charlotte’s decision to marry Billy. “They’re good people, Nora, and highly respected in the community.”
         

         
         “Very well. If you insist on doing this, heed my words. I’ll miss you dearly, but move away once you’ve wed—and not around
            the bloody corner from the Pembrokes—”
         

         
         “Nora, language, please!”

         
         “Move far from Brambledon,” she continued. “You’ll not want the Pembrokes constantly interfering in your life.”

         
         Charlotte didn’t bother to debate the matter of where she would reside once she and Billy were married. It was already decided.
            They would remain in Brambledon. Naturally. It was the only home they knew. The only place they wanted to be—the only place
            Charlotte wanted to be. Diving into the unknown was an intimidating prospect. One Charlotte had never wished for herself.
            Not when home was such a pleasant and comfortable place.
         

         
         No, they would not leave. There was no need.

         
         They were born in Brambledon. They grew up here. Of course they would stay here as a married couple.

         
         She would remain where all was familiar, where everything was secure and within her experience. No surprises. Nothing out
            of the ordinary. No risks. A tidy and contented life. She’d leave the world outside Brambledon for the adventurers.
         

         
         Shaking her head, she lifted the cup to her lips.

         
         If she wanted to stave off her pains and get through this evening, she needed whatever help she could get. She needed to be
            in top form for an evening with her future in-laws.
         

         
         She grimaced as the foul cordial went down her throat in a sluggish slide. She resisted the urge to gag and choked it down.
            She’d never tasted anything like it before, and she was no stranger to sampling her sister’s many concoctions.
         

         
         “Blech. Nora.” She licked her lips and worked her mouth, hoping to rid herself of the bitter taste. It did little good. The
            stuff was awful.
         

         
         Never had she doubted her sister’s competence as an herbalist. Nora had worked side by side with their physician father for
            years before he expired over two years ago. Twenty-nine months to be precise, not that Charlotte had been keeping track.
         

         
         It was only that Charlotte was well aware of the day her father had died. She’d been beside him, holding his hand as the light
            left his eyes. A person did not forget something like that . . . watching a loved one die. When the light had gone from his
            eyes, some of the light had gone from her world, too.
         

         
         Papa had placed a great deal of trust in Nora. Several people in the community of Brambledon still did, coming to Nora for
            draughts and poultices to ease their aches and ailments. Papa had believed in her. Charlotte had no reason not to trust her
            remedies.
         

         
         Except the unfamiliar taste of the cordial combined with the curious way Nora studied her sent the tiny hairs on the back
            of her neck into prickling alert.
         

         
         Nora nodded in satisfaction as she took the empty cup from Charlotte. “There now. You’ll feel better in no time.”

         
         Charlotte narrowed her gaze on Nora, wondering if her tone wasn’t just a fraction forced. As though her sister was attempting
            to persuade herself of that fact, and not just Charlotte.
         

         
         Nora moved away, her skirts swishing as she set the cup down on one of her worktables. Nora had arranged several tables about
            the space, all littered with vials and weights and instruments. Herbs were scattered through the room in pots and hanging
            from twine. One would not even know it to be a bedchamber if not for the bed and large wardrobe on the other side of the room.
            Other girls her age were interested in routs and their marriage prospects. Not Nora, however.
         

         
         They’d been here a little over a year now, and Nora had made herself at home at Haverston Hall and put her mark on the elegant
            room. Well, not that elegant described it anymore, as it had all the appearance of a scientist’s laboratory now.
         

         
         Charlotte was quite the opposite. She still felt like a visitor at Haverston Hall even all this time later.

         
         When Marian had asked Charlotte and Nora to move in with her, it had seemed like the thing to do. When Papa died, Marian had
            given up everything and returned home to care for them. No easy task as they were destitute and every creditor in Brambledon
            was hounding them. It had all seemed rather hopeless for their family before Marian married the Duke of Warrington.
         

         
         Charlotte had assumed she would enjoy living in the duke’s fine manor house with its multitude of servants and rooms a person
            could get lost in for days. Who wouldn’t enjoy that? It was the stuff of fantasy.
         

         
         She had been wrong, though. Unfortunately, she didn’t enjoy it.

         
         Charlotte still felt like a guest in Warrington’s house. Yes, it was her sister’s house now, too. Marian had certainly put
            her stamp all over the place, bringing in furniture and papering the walls of several rooms.
         

         
         Charlotte often found herself taking strolls and walking past the modest home she had grown up in, staring at the now-vacant
            cottage and marveling that she no longer lived beneath that familiar gabled roof with its scalloped trim.
         

         
         She lived somewhere else now. In an enormous house with too many rooms to count and servants that far outnumbered the people
            occupying those rooms. It was absurd.
         

         
         She felt like an imposter.

         
         She told herself things would feel more natural once she was married to Billy. She would again live in a comfortable house.
            Nothing like the ducal splendor here at Haverston Hall.
         

         
         She would return to a modest existence. A quiet life. That day couldn’t come soon enough.

         
         Charlotte waved toward the cup. “That tasted vile.” She worked her tongue in her mouth, still trying to be rid of the foul
            taste. “It isn’t like the stuff you usually give me.”
         

         
         Nora always gave her a cordial to help ease her stomach. It only took the edge off. Unfortunately nothing ever entirely saved
            her from her woman’s pains, but she appreciated whatever her sister could do. One day of the month she kept to her bed until
            they passed. She curled herself into a tight ball and attempted to sleep through the worst of it. She’d accepted this as her
            lot in life, but Nora, ever the born healer, had not given up. She was always searching for a way to mitigate Charlotte’s
            pain.
         

         
         Nora waved a hand airily. “Oh, it was the usual ingredients.”

         
         Charlotte gave a dogged shake of her head. “It was different.”

         
         Nora shrugged. “Well. I might have altered the measurements a fraction to better improve its effects.” She picked up her quill
            and scratched some notes down in her ledger.
         

         
         Charlotte nodded. “Well, I suppose that accounts for it then. It was more vile than usual.”

         
         “What’s vile?” Marian asked as she breezed into the room looking resplendent in a gown of deep emerald green, her hair piled
            atop her head in soft golden waves.
         

         
         Marriage suited her eldest sister. Or perhaps it was being daft in love with her husband that suited Marian. She had been
            married a little over a year now, and the shine had not worn off. Marian glowed with happiness.
         

         
         “’Tis nothing. Merely Charlotte’s monthly cordial,” Nora quickly responded as she tidied up her table.

         
         “Oh, dear.” Marian looked at her in concern, tsking in sympathy. “Are you unwell, Charlotte? What poor timing.”

         
         “Nothing too severe,” Charlotte assured her. “I am quite well enough to go down to dinner.” At least so far. The twinges in
            her stomach had only just begun. She’d make it through dinner.
         

         
         Marian exhaled deeply, and Charlotte understood the origin of that sigh. Marian had no desire to be stuck entertaining the
            Pembrokes without her.
         

         
         Marian looked at their youngest sister. “Are you ready, Nora?”

         
         Nora removed her dirty pinafore, revealing her gown beneath. “I suppose. If I must. At least it shall be a grand supper. Cook
            always outdoes himself when we have guests. I’m certain the fine meal will more than make up for the company.” She sent Charlotte
            what could only be considered a pitying glance.
         

         
         Nora didn’t need to explain the meaning behind the look. Charlotte was well aware that her future in-laws were tedious people.
            Marian was polite enough not to say so outright, but Nora never minced words. She’d let Charlotte know on several occasions
            that Mr. and Mrs. Pembroke were reason enough not to marry Billy.
         

         
         Charlotte didn’t disagree with her assessment of Mr. and Mrs. Pembroke. She did not especially enjoy the pompous blowhards,
            and she knew the only reason they now approved of her marrying their son was because Marian had married the Duke of Warrington.
            It was that family connection alone that made her worthy in their eyes. They cared nothing at all for her on a personal level.
         

         
         Billy was reason enough to endure them.

         
         She’d grown up with the lad. He was kind and gentle and nothing like his parents. He didn’t care for position or where he
            fell in the order of Society. Billy had wanted to marry her even before her sister had married Warrington. He simply couldn’t
            go against his parents. Not unless he wished to be renounced by his family, and who would want such a terrible fate? She would
            not have expected him to make such a sacrifice for her.
         

         
         But now the Pembrokes approved of the match.

         
         She and Billy would build a life together. Certainly she’d have to suffer her in-laws now and then, but not every day. Charlotte
            was a patient person. If she had to sup with them once or twice a week, it was a small sacrifice in order to be married to
            a good man and living in a home of her own.
         

         
         “Shall we go down to supper?” Marian turned and led them from the room.

         
         “It smells heavenly,” Nora exclaimed as they wound their way down the stairs. “Not even the prospect of listening to Mrs.
            Pembroke pander to Nathaniel can sour my excitement.”
         

         
         “Nora, do try to put on a good face and do not act like you’re there merely for the food,” Marian advised.

         
         Charlotte trailed after her sisters, pressing a hand to her stomach and taking a slow and steady breath.

         
         It would only be a few hours, and she wouldn’t have to talk very much. She never did when she was with the Pembrokes. Her
            future in-laws did most of the talking. Little was required of her. Often, she felt they did not see her at all when she was
            sitting in their midst.
         

         
         For once, this would serve as a comfort. She could sit in silence as they dined, battling her discomfort, and they would think
            nothing of it.
         

         
         True, lately this was a point of consternation. She was becoming a member of Billy’s family. Shouldn’t she have a voice? Shouldn’t
            they care about her thoughts? Shouldn’t they care to know her?
         

         
         As her wedding date neared, she had begun to consider this more. She had begun to consider it might be nice to have a rapport with Billy’s parents. That or Nora and her ongoing commentary on the disagreeable nature of the Pembrokes
            was beginning to take root.
         

         
         She shook off her internal monologue. It was self-indulgent. Her in-laws were fine people. They approved of the marriage.
            They accepted her. It was enough.
         

         
         She tensed as a twinge passed through her stomach.

         
         Tonight, at least, their disinterest in her would be most convenient.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         Kingston was not himself.

         
         The signs were all there. Glaring and indisputable. Unwanted. He didn’t wish to be this way, and yet . . . he simply was.
         

         
         He avoided all his usual haunts. His clubs. Tattersalls. The theater. His favorite bawdy houses. The gaming hells. The parties
            and routs in Town that lasted until dawn. The dissolute country parties that occupied his winters. The endless stream of women.
         

         
         He eschewed it all.

         
         Not only did he ignore his friends, he ignored his family, too. Well, the meager few in his life he could call family. It
            was a loose application. He did not have a family in the traditional sense.
         

         
         Yes, he had a father. One who enjoyed having him around for some extraordinary reason. He knew it was irregular. Most noblemen
            did not want their bastards hovering about, but his father had never sired a legitimate child, so his favor was perhaps not
            startling.
         

         
         Not that his father was the manner of man to care much what Society thought of him. The Earl of Norfolk was no gentle retiring
            middle-aged aristocrat. He still played as hard as he had when he was a young man fathering bastards about the countryside.
            Kingston should know. He was one such bastard, after all.
         

         
         His stepmother was no demure lady either. She enjoyed all the same pursuits as his father. That was why they were so well-suited.
            Their parties were some of the most dissolute in the kingdom. His father and stepmother called their gatherings salons, but
            in truth they were little more than orgies.
         

         
         They always invited Kingston. He had once reveled in their attention, feeling even—dare he say it?—loved when they included
            him in their lives.
         

         
         Except now he did not feel like being included. Their sordid lifestyle no longer suited him. A year ago it had, but now . . .

         
         Now, suddenly, it did not. None of it suited him.

         
         Perhaps the most significant change of all was that Kingston had not been with a woman in thirteen months. Over a year. A
            record, for certain. Not since he’d visited his mother’s bedside. He’d known she was ailing before he called upon her, but
            being presented with the reality was an altogether different thing.
         

         
         There was knowing and knowing.

         
         Now he knew.

         
         Now he had seen his mother ravaged by disease—a disease too ugly to name—and it had changed him. Soured him to his usual pursuits.

         
         He did not like it.

         
         He did not want this change in himself, but he could not shake this pall that hung over him.

         
         His father did not understand this change in him. Nor did his friends. Not that he had explained it to any of them. He did
            not talk about things of a deeper nature with his friends or father. He was not about to start doing that now.
         

         
         He could scarcely explain it to himself.

         
         Avoidance was far simpler.

         
         He had taken lodgings the last fortnight in the Cotswalds. Scenic, but there were far too many nosy guests about. The proprietor’s
            daughter was perhaps the nosiest of all. She was always cornering him and pelting him with questions and prying into his affairs
            in a poor attempt at flirtation. His monosyllabic responses did little to dissuade her.
         

         
         He’d cut his stay short on the last night after arriving in his rooms to find the bothersome chit naked in his bed. He’d been
            abstinent for over a year. She was hardly the woman to entice him from his self-imposed ban on shagging. He didn’t know what
            woman could entice him, if any at all, but it was not the garrulous innkeeper’s daughter.
         

         
         He’d tossed the lass from his rooms and departed the next day for the one place he knew no one would find him. Not his father
            or stepmother. Not any of his licentious friends.
         

         
         He took himself off to see his bore of a stepbrother. If he could even call Warrington stepbrother. There was no love lost
            between them. Warrington couldn’t abide him. He’d merely tolerated him during all their forced encounters.
         

         
         However, his father’s stepson seemed the perfect solution. Warrington lived like a hermit, eschewing Society. Never once had
            he attended any of Norfolk’s parties. Kingston assumed he’d find all the peace and isolation he craved at Haverston Hall where
            Warrington resided. Assuming the duke didn’t toss him out. It was quite possible that Warrington would slam the door in his
            face.
         

         
         When he arrived at Haverston Hall, he was braced for a dubious welcome.

         
         The last thing Kingston expected to find was his brother married and saddled with a gaggle of females in his house. Respectable
            females. A wife and her sisters.
         

         
         Even more shocking, Warrington was entertaining guests—dinner guests—on the very eve of his arrival.

         
         Indeed, he had not slammed the door in his face. Warrington had grudgingly welcomed him inside. Not warmly, certainly, but
            Warrington’s young wife had made up for that with her genial manner.
         

         
         The young Duchess of Warrington was exceedingly comely and undaunted by her husband’s scowls. She invited Kingston to stay
            as long as he liked.
         

         
         Although Kingston doubted that would be very long. Warrington wasn’t leading a hermit-like existence anymore. Unfortunately.
            And that changed all his plans.
         

         
         He would, of course, stay the night, but tomorrow he could take his leave. He didn’t know his destination. Perhaps it was
            time to acquire his own residence. Then he would no longer be dependent on others for anything.
         

         
         He had never bothered to obtain his own dwelling because there was no need. He’d never felt inclined to set roots down before.

         
         He had never craved solitude—never a bedchamber or home of his own.

         
         He’d enjoyed a nomadic lifestyle, moving from house party to house party or to any one of his father’s properties. There were
            too many invitations for him to even accept. He had his pick of places to go, and people who wanted him as their guest.
         

         
         No more.

         
         He’d had enough of his hedonistic ways. He might not be as rich as his stepbrother, but he was a man of comfortable means.
            It was time he put down roots. He could afford to do so. Then he could be alone whenever and as often as he wanted.
         

         
         For tonight, however, he would suffer Warrington and his new family and his guests. He’d made the mistake of coming here. He would bear it for one night.
         

         
         Standing in the well-appointed drawing room, Kingston peered out the window overlooking the front landscape. Leaning one shoulder
            against the frame, he watched as dusk gathered outside, streaking the sky in deep grays and purples with a hint of orange.
         

         
         He listened to the others around him conversing with only half an ear, planning his escape the next day and contemplating
            where he might like to go next.
         

         
         He’d never been to Shetland. The islands sounded appealingly remote to him. There had to be a nice little fishing village
            with a cozy cottage available for him there.
         

         
         It wasn’t as though Warrington would miss him if he ducked out tomorrow. His expression had twisted into a grimace the moment
            he clapped eyes on Kingston today. There had never been warmth or affection between them.
         

         
         Kingston was well aware the duke held him in contempt. He’d never cared what Warrington thought about him as he could scarcely
            tolerate the man either, kinsman or no. In fact, it amused Kingston that his presence so irked the bloody nob.
         

         
         “Kingston, something so fascinating out on the lawn? Why don’t you join the conversation, my good man?”

         
         He turned at the question. It came from an older gentleman in a bright plum-colored jacket. Kingston forced his gaze from
            the jacket. Much like the sun, he could only glance at it briefly.
         

         
         He had already forgotten the gentleman’s name. The man’s wife sat nearby on the sofa, her considerable frame rigid as a slat
            of wood. She wore an elaborate turban adorned in peacock feathers. She fanned herself impatiently with a colorful fan, fluttering
            the feathers.
         

         
         Warrington’s wife had left her moments ago to see what was keeping the other ladies. The ladies being her sisters. Young,
            unattached females. The precise variety of female he avoided. Marriage-minded and inexperienced chits were vastly dull.
         

         
         The turban-bedecked matron’s pinched lips proclaimed her unhappiness at being abandoned so early in the dinner party. She
            had clearly come here ready to socialize.
         

         
         Kingston gave a slight shake of his head.

         
         Not only had Warrington saddled himself with a wife, but he now found himself with two sisters-in-law and a brother-in-law
            away at school somewhere. All this he had gleaned upon his arrival. The newly minted Duchess of Warrington was quite forwarding
            with information.
         

         
         It was difficult to imagine the once-hermit duke in such a domesticated situation. In addition to Warrington being burdened
            with a sudden family, he was now entertaining the local gentry—mind-numbingly tedious as they were.
         

         
         It was hard to conceive. And yet Kingston’s eyes did not lie.

         
         Warrington was here . . . sitting just across from him.

         
         Kingston had been to his fair share of dinner parties—not all wonderful, of course, but his usual dinner parties did not consist
            of proper and decent and perfectly boring people such as those in attendance tonight.
         

         
         He looked around the elegantly fashioned room with a suffering sigh.

         
         There was indeed one thing worse than a dinner party of depraved and debauched individuals, and it was a dinner party full
            of good and proper members of Society. Quality people. Ugh. People like these. God save him.
         

         
         Somehow his stepbrother had joined their ranks, as incredible and unlikely as that seemed. Somehow Warrington had become good
            and decent and . . . and boring.
         

         
         He downed his drink, relishing the spicy, warm slide of bourbon, and then poured himself another.

         
         He was in a bad place. He didn’t enjoy the company of his usual consorts and he didn’t enjoy the company of those fit for
            good society. Confusing, to say the least.
         

         
         So where did that leave him?

         
         The answer was glaring. Alone. It left him alone.
         

         
         The idea had merit. Anything was better than this.

         
         Clearly he needed to sequester himself away until he emerged from whatever tedium had seized him and he could return to his
            usual friends and his usual haunts and the usual him.
         

         
         Him—Kingston, connoisseur of vices.
         

         
         He fought back his internal cringe. This strange ennui that had taken over him was only temporary. He’d embrace his old ways
            in good time.
         

         
         Except here he was, stuck now at this dinner party. Bored to the point of pain with no relief in sight. Bad decision on his
            part, to be certain. He would simply have to stomach it though.
         

         
         The excessively purple gentleman stood in front of him drinking his fourth glass of whisky. He was listing sideways and looked
            as though he might topple over as he extolled his many connections in the Cotswalds. After having learned that Kingston had
            just come from there, the man was convinced that they must have mutual acquaintances.
         

         
         “The Pringleys?” He stabbed a finger toward Kingston insistently. “Are you familiar with them? You must be for Mrs. Pringley
            is a cousin to Viscount Loughton.”
         

         
         Kingston shook his head, eyeing the drawing room and all its occupants and wondering when they would finally go in to dinner.
            They had not even started supper and he was already desperate to escape—a fact that did not bode well for the remainder of
            the evening that stretched so very interminably.
         

         
         “Now, Mrs. Pringley was quite taken with my wife.” He nodded across the drawing room, where his stern-faced wife sat. “Understandably
            so. Bettina has a way with people.”
         

         
         Kingston glanced at her again. It was difficult to imagine that to be true. The woman wore a perpetual scowl quite at odds
            with her frivolous turban. She did not seem capable of smiling as she sat on the sofa, her mother, an elderly woman with nearly
            translucent skin who sat ensconced in a wooden wheelchair, parked beside her.
         

         
         “People are drawn to Bettina,” Pembroke continued to boast. “They’ve great respect for her opinion on matters of housekeeping
            and gardening. She has impeccable taste and style, too. She gave Mrs. Pringley much sound advice on millinery, another subject
            she knows a great deal about . . . whilst we were on holiday there several years ago. They still correspond to this day.”
            He lifted his glass in the air and shook it for emphasis, whisky sloshing over the sides and dribbling down his fingers. “To.
            This. Day.”
         

         
         Mrs. Pembroke was fussing with the cap upon her mother’s white hair as her husband extolled her virtues. The old woman stared
            vacantly ahead and Kingston couldn’t help but wonder if that was because her faculties were impaired or because she, like
            him, had gone mind dead.
         

         
         “I can’t imagine what is keeping your betrothed,” Mr. Pembroke proclaimed loudly, looking at his son reproachfully, as though
            he were to blame for his betrothed’s tardiness.
         

         
         Kingston had almost failed to notice the couple’s son.

         
         Unlike his father, the young man was quiet, a wraithlike shadow where he sat in a corner, his slight hands gripping the arms
            of his chair.
         

         
         “Where are the other ladies?” Mrs. Pembroke sniped as she finished fluffing her mother’s cap. “It’s quite, quite . . .” Her lips pressed
            tightly as though biting back an ugly descriptor. One of those ladies was the Duchess of Warrington, after all. It wouldn’t
            do to insult her hostess. She finally arrived at a suitable word. “It’s quite unusual of them to keep us waiting this long.”
         

         
         Kingston’s lips twitched. It was almost amusing. The woman clearly wanted to call the duchess and her future daughter-in-law
            any number of less than flattering things for keeping her waiting, but she restrained herself.
         

         
         “I’m certain they will be down soon,” Warrington replied, looking pained. Apparently he did not enjoy these people either.
            However, as one of his sisters-in-law was engaged to the Pembroke lad sitting mutely in the chair, the duke was stuck with
            their company.
         

         
         Poor bastard. If Kingston actually liked his stepbrother he would feel sorry for him.

         
         “Ah!” Warrington clapped his hands together in a gesture of resounding relief. “They’ve arrived.”

         
         Everyone turned their attention to the doors to greet the ladies. Kingston fought down a heavy sigh, feeling none of Warrington’s
            relief as he prepared for the niceties of introductions.
         

         
         He had no fondness for proper country misses, but he’d wear a smile and suffer through the evening. He might be a bastard,
            but he still found himself the target of matchmaking mamas. Hopefully the duchess’s sisters did not see him as a matrimonial
            candidate . . . and then he remembered.
         

         
         At least one of them would not fawn over him.

         
         She was already betrothed.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         Kingston had already met Warrington’s pretty wife upon his arrival, but this evening she truly looked the role of a noble
            duchess. With her golden tresses piled upon her head and attired in an evening gown of resplendent green, the duchess swept
            into the room even lovelier than when he had first clapped eyes on her.
         

         
         He supposed if one had to marry, she was a fine choice—although Warrington was not a man who had to marry. It still made no
            sense to Kingston why he should have done so.
         

         
         Her sisters trailed behind her. Both were clearly younger. Their golden locks mirrored their older sister, but there the similarity
            ended.
         

         
         One was fuller of figure and shorter, her eyes lively and cheeks pink as though she had just stepped in from the sunshine.

         
         The other one was taller, slender as a willow reed, her features pensive and her skin pale as fresh cream. Nothing about her
            was lively as she strolled into the room to very correctly and somberly accept the proffered arm of young Pembroke.
         

         
         Obviously she was the betrothed. A fitting match for the Pembroke lad. Kingston would have guessed her the one even before
            she joined her betrothed. The other sister was too vibrant to be bound to such a dullard.
         

         
         Warrington’s duchess performed quick introductions. The younger sister, the lively one, looked him over with interest. It
            felt familiar. He knew his assets. His parents were both handsome people and had passed on such attributes to him. He winced
            at the thought of his mother. His mother’s claim to beauty might not be a point agreed by all anymore. It was one of many
            things lost to her.
         

         
         “A stepbrother?” the younger sister exclaimed. “How remiss of you not to mention you had a stepbrother, Nathaniel.”

         
         The duke shrugged unapologetically at the reprimand. “It must have slipped my mind.”

         
         Kingston snorted. More than likely it never crossed Warrington’s mind because Kingston was nothing to him. Not family. Not
            a friend. Not anyone who mattered.
         

         
         Not anyone to talk about to those who did matter to him.

         
         It should not have stung. He tossed the remainder of the bourbon in his glass down his throat, welcoming the warming slide.

         
         It should not sting. And yet it did.

         
         It only asserted how very few people he had in his life. He considered that a moment. Perhaps he had no one really.

         
         Kingston looked away from the youngest Miss Langley and her bright-eyed gaze to the other Miss Langley. The quiet one affianced
            to the dullard with the bombastic parents. She spared him only the most cursory of glances before settling her lackluster
            gaze on her betrothed.
         

         
         No matter their status, most ladies gave him more than a cursory look. He knew what the gentlemen of the ton offered. Most of them were balding with rotting teeth and faces bloated from too much drink. By and large, they also had
            a penchant for dousing cologne over their bodies to disguise their less than pleasant odors.
         

         
         Kingston was blessed with all of his own teeth and hair and did not stink. He could carry on an intelligent conversation.
            That put him considerably ahead of other men, even without his handsome mien. He might be illegitimate and without roots,
            but that had never impeded the ladies from admiring him. It was simple self-awareness and not arrogance. A bastard without
            title or inheritance had to know his strengths.
         

         
         The drab middle Miss Langley was immune apparently. Or perhaps she was simply so very enamored of her young man.

         
         Soon they all filed into the dining room. At least he was one step closer to being able to retire to his chamber for the night.

         
         The duchess seated him beside Warrington, who sat at the head of the table. Unfortunate, that, as it put him between the duke
            and the Pembrokes.
         

         
         The good country gentleman and his wife wanted nothing more than the duke’s attention and they spent the majority of the meal
            talking over Kingston in an attempt to gain it.
         

         
         The lively Miss Langley eyed him speculatively as she tore bits off her bread. “I am most interested to learn all about you,
            Mr. Kingston . . . Nathaniel’s mystery brother.”
         

         
         “Ah, actually I am his stepbrother,” Warrington corrected in the midst of Mr. Pembroke’s dialogue about his recent purchase—a
            curricle he was eager to race.
         

         
         “Do you have any other relations hidden away?” the youngest Miss Langley pressed, eyeing him intently even as she directed
            the question to her brother-in-law.
         

         
         “Nora, you pry,” the middle Langley sister murmured, reaching for her glass. She took a long silent sip, the perfect representation
            of modest and respectable womanhood.
         

         
         It had been the first words he had heard from her since they sat down to dine.

         
         Nora rolled her eyes, clearly unaffected by her sister’s rebuke as she reached for her glass. “Asking after my brother-in-law’s
            family? I hardly consider that prying, Charlotte.”
         

         
         Charlotte. That was her name. A very proper English name for a proper English miss. He could throw a rock and hit a Charlotte
            in this country. They abounded like tea and biscuits throughout the kingdom.
         

         
         “It’s not prying,” he agreed. His gaze locked on the very commonly named Charlotte where she sat, surmising she was every
            bit as common as her name, unfortunately.
         

         
         She ducked her pretty blue eyes, staring in fascination at her plate, her chin practically buried in the linen of her matronly
            fichu.
         

         
         She was a fair maid with fair eyes just like any other fair maid he spied on Bond Street or standing in the shadow of her
            mama at the rail station. England was rife with them. All very drab creatures. He’d never spoken to any of them, and he’d
            never felt the lack.
         

         
         Apparently he would not have a verbal exchange with this one either.

         
         She ignored him, treating him as though he had not spoken.

         
         “Have you met our parents yet? The Earl and Countess of Norfolk,” Kingston asked with forced levity to the table at large,
            but mostly to the duchess.
         

         
         “We have not had that pleasure,” Warrington’s wife answered genially.

         
         “I should love to meet the earl and countess,” Mrs. Pembroke eagerly chimed in, her gaze flitting back and forth between Kingston
            and Warrington.
         

         
         “Hear, hear! We should very much enjoy that,” her husband seconded, saluting the table’s occupants with his umpteenth glass
            of whisky. “One can never have too many friends of influence and with proper pedigree, I always say!”
         

         
         “I’ve an idea! Perhaps we should invite them to the wedding.” Mrs. Pembroke looked to the duke searchingly, beseechingly,
            as though it were his decision and not the pair who was in fact getting married and were seated at this very table.
         

         
         Kingston turned his attention to the happy couple, curious at their reactions.

         
         The Pembroke lad was using his bread to sop up all the juices on his plate, not even appearing aware of the conversation.

         
         Charlotte Langley reached a trembling hand for her glass again, drinking deeply, her eyes briefly looking up at her future
            mother-in-law before darting back down to the contents of her cup as though that was more interesting than the discussion
            of her upcoming nuptials. That shaking hand was telling, indicating that she was not perhaps as unaffected as Kingston would
            have thought. Curious, indeed. He wondered what was truly transpiring behind those cool blue eyes of hers.
         

         
         “Er, I thought the guest list was already decided weeks ago,” the Duchess of Warrington interjected, speaking when her sister
            clearly did not seem capable.
         

         
         Mrs. Pembroke waved a hand. “We can always make changes. Where shall I direct the invitation?”

         
         The young duchess looked across the table to her sister and young Mr. Pembroke. “What would you prefer, Charlotte? William?”
            she asked, her voice tinged with hope and a dose of encouragement, as though she willed them each to put an end to the matter
            of the earl and countess being invited.
         

         
         The lad blinked at being addressed, wiping the back of his hand and catching the buttery dribble that ran down his chin. “Beggin’
            your pardon?”
         

         
         “Oh, William cares not at all about the wedding,” his mother insisted with another wave. “Well, aside from the menu, of course.
            He might be thin as a rail but he had a hand in organizing the menu. Do you care for custard tartlets? You can thank him if
            you do, for he’s requested copious amounts.”
         

         
         Kingston watched as the lad cleaned his plate as if he were a soldier heading into war and this might be the last meal of
            his life.
         

         
         “Charlotte did not want a large affair, as I recall,” young Nora contributed, having no difficulty using her voice.

         
         “Charlotte?” Mrs. Pembroke echoed, her expression one of distaste as she looked at her soon-to-be daughter-in-law as though
            she had forgotten her existence. “I was not aware you had an opinion on such matters, my dear.” The “my dear” felt like an
            insult and not the gentle kindness the words would indicate. Indeed, the statement was rife with accusation and challenge.
            The older woman glared at the young woman, daring her to contradict her.
         

         
         Everyone, in fact, looked to Miss Charlotte Langley, awaiting her response.

         
         Kingston was no different.

         
         He stared, too, vastly interested, for some reason willing the chit to find her backbone and address the old dragon with some
            mettle and remind her that it was her wedding and she would say who was and was not to be invited.
         

         
         Come on, lass. Find your tongue.

         
         The young woman cleared her throat and spoke meekly. “I am certain whatever you decide is acceptable, Mrs. Pembroke.”

         
         Shaking his head, Kingston looked away, disappointed, though he wasn’t certain why. He did not know the chit. She was Warrington’s
            responsibility.
         

         
         Kingston would be gone tomorrow and not think again of the lass. She’d wed and lose herself in marriage to a gluttonous bore
            and an overbearing mother-in-law.
         

         
         Mild-mannered and weak-willed chits were aplenty. What was one more? He should not feel one way or another at her existence.

         
         He should not feel this compulsion to shake her until she came to her senses and asserted herself as any self-respecting person
            ought to do.
         

         
         If she wanted to be a doormat that was her concern.

         
         “That’s settled
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