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        Miss Debenham’s Finishing School,

        Graduating Ball 1837

      

      

      Miss Eugenie Belmont waited in trepidation.

      Olivia and Marissa had spoken of their ideal husbands, and after the uproar they caused Eugenie felt her own qualms increase. Perhaps if she stayed quiet and made herself very small no one would notice her? The truth was she didn’t have a choice of an eligible husband. Not a single, solitary one. Where on earth would she meet such a man in her circumstances? Eligible men were hardly likely to come calling at Belmont Hall, falling down as it was, and inhabited by her disreputable and rackety family.

      Perhaps her friends would pass her over and ask Tina or Averil instead. Eugenie said a fervent prayer under her breath.

      “Well, Eugenie? Are you going to tell us the name of your future husband?” Marissa was smiling a teasing smile, and the rest of her friends leaned forward, their eyes bright with expectation.

      Eugenie tried to smile, too, although her heart was clanging in her chest. The moment she’d been dreading for weeks had arrived.

      “I haven’t given it much thought, really. What about Tina? I’m sure she has someone really interesting to—”

      “No, no,” Tina retorted, “we want to hear your choice, Eugenie. Come now, don’t be coy. Who is it? Do we know him?”

      Eugenie took a drink of her champagne and violently choked on it. They patted her back, gathering around her. Desperately Eugenie tried to think of a way to escape their questions. She could tell the truth, but the thought of such an embarrassing admission made her squirm inside. Her friends seemed to know so many suitable men, all of them husband material. Eugenie longed to be like them, and she couldn’t help but think that if they knew just how unlike them she really was then they would no longer be her friends.

      “There now,” Olivia said, mopping Eugenie’s cheeks and tucking her wild curls behind her ears. “All better?”

      “I—I think so.”

      They waited expectantly. They exchanged glances.

      “Come on, Eugenie. Is it really such a secret? Who is this man?”

      “We all agreed to meet this evening and tell each other the names of the men we mean to marry. You can’t change your mind now, Eugenie. It wouldn’t be fair.”

      “Tell us, Eugenie, please!”

      They weren’t going to let it lie. Eugenie sought desperately for a name, someone handsome and wealthy and titled, someone who would impress her irrepressible friends. The one that popped into her head was completely unexpected and in her panic she gave herself no time to consider the consequences of uttering it aloud.

      “Sinclair St. John, the Duke of Somerton,” she blurted out.

      Smiles wavered. Eyebrows were raised. “Good heavens!” cried Tina, always forthright. “Somerton is the most eligible man in the realm. Aren’t you aiming a little high, Eugenie?”

      “Why shouldn’t she aim high?” Olivia spoke gallantly. “Eugenie deserves only the best. And she has royal blood!”

      “Dear me, yes,” teased Marissa, showing her dimple. “I had forgotten that. Was it your grandmamma, Eugenie, who was a king’s mistress?”

      “No, it was my great-grandmamma. She was a maid in the palace, no great lady, and she wasn’t at all pretty, so it is quite a mystery how she lured King George to her bed. Although he was rather ugly himself . . .”

      They giggled.

      “And then he made their son a baronet with property to go with it. The property and the money are long gone. All that is left to us of my great-grandmamma’s liaison is the baronetcy, and my father’s nose, which he insists is pure Hanoverian. We have no reason to boast about our royal connection, I assure you.”

      “But are you acquainted with the Duke of Somerton?” Averil, serious as always, dismissed Eugenie’s self-effacing jests.

      “Yes. I met him three months ago.” Well, that at least was true.

      “Met him only once?” Olivia gasped.

      “No, of course not. That would be silly.” Eugenie forced a laugh. “Met him for the first time three months ago, I meant. We have spoken many times since and—and written.”

      She was making it worse. Eugenie longed for her moment in the spotlight to be over. With any luck the Duke of Somerton would be forgotten by the end of the evening and then after a decent time she could bury him.

      Averil was speaking. “I’ve heard he is rather particular in his choice of friends. A snob, in other words. I cannot see him sitting down to dinner with a mere baronet!”

      “He is a pompous prig who believes himself too good for the rest of us!” Tina added hotly. “I have been cut by him. He looked right through me. Not that I cared, but I think you might do better, Eu genie. Why would you wish to spend your life with such a creature?”

      “I, too, must express my doubts as to his suitability to be your husband,” Averil went on, a little wrinkle of concern creasing her smooth brow. “He is not someone I know well, but what I do know . . . Eugenie, he is said to be arrogant and cold, quite unlike you!”

      The final words burst out of her and there was a murmur of doubt from the others.

      “We’ve all heard you speak about your family, Eugenie,” Marissa went on in an understanding way. “Are you sure you haven’t chosen Somerton because he is the exact opposite of them?”

      Now Eugenie felt her skin flush, as it was prone to do when she was feeling emotional. She knew her wretched freckles would be standing out. It all came of having a great-grandmamma with red curly hair—the disreputable great-grandmamma! Although Eugenie’s hair was more brown than red, she had inherited the tendency to freckle and to blush.

      But it was true. Her rackety family was the bane of her life. Her friends knew the trials and tribulations she faced when it came to her family, and there was truth in what Marissa had said—she did dream of marrying someone who was the polar opposite of the baronet, her father.

      “There is no point in denying it.” Eugenie sighed theatrically. “You’re right. I have a desperate desire to be conventional. And the Duke of Somerton is the most respectable man I know. Will he love me? Do I love him? I think I could love him and I could persuade him to love me. It might be fun to find out. Just think, I could be the first Belmont to be respectable.”

      They were silent and she knew they thought she was indulging in wishful thinking. Why would the most eligible man in England marry her? Eugenie knew she was no beauty. She was small and slender, with not much of a figure to speak of. Her hair was brown with red tints and curled wildly despite her efforts to subdue it, while her features were too sharp to be considered more than interesting. It was true that males did tend to gravitate toward her at balls and parties, but she thought that was because she laughed at their jokes and listened sympathetically to their woes. They felt at ease with her—thought of her as more like a sister than a possible romantic partner.

      Why, oh why had she chosen such an unlikely man to be her husband? Why had that particular name popped into her head? But it was too late now. The hole she had dug for herself was too deep to get out of. She’d just have to continue on and hope that at some point she could wriggle out of the mess she’d created.

      She lifted her pointed chin, fixing her friends with her clear green eyes. “Yes, Somerton is refreshingly different from my family and I agree he can appear rather stuck-up and—and proud. But that isn’t the real Somerton. Beneath that chilly exterior is a man who is generous and kind; someone who isn’t afraid to laugh at himself.”

      Olivia grasped her hand. “And, Eugenie, you are just the girl to bring out the best in him. But how do you know he isn’t exactly as he seems to Averil and Tina? Are you so well acquainted with him?”

      “I would not say I know him intimately, but I have seen him as few people can say they have.”

      It was true. She had seen beneath the pompous exterior of Sinclair St. John, the Duke of Somerton. Not in the way her doubting friends imagined, however. Now was the moment to convince them that plain and shy Eugenie Belmont was more than capable of ensnaring a duke.

      She gave a secretive little smile.

      “Eugenie! Tell us! Please!” they begged.

      “It happened three months ago.”

      They all leaned closer.

      Soon they were under her spell. Eugenie told a good story—her father, the baronet, said she was a chip off the old block, although she preferred to use her story telling for the pleasure of others rather than to swindle numbskulls out of their blunt, as her father often boasted. Now she did her best to amuse her friends, causing them to gasp and laugh by turns, and embellishing the scene to the point that even she began to believe that it really was possible for her to marry a man like Somerton.

      “ . . . and then he took my hand and said I was the most unusual girl he’d ever met . . .” It was mostly tosh, but her friends weren’t to know that.

      When her story finally ended, Olivia clapped her hands and Marissa giggled. Even serious Averil was smiling, while Tina gave an unladylike snort of amusement.

      “So now you know why I want to marry the Duke of Somerton,” Eugenie finished gamely, too flushed with her success to stem her flow of words. “Wait and see if I do not win him over.”

      “In fact by this time next year I believe you will be his duchess!” Olivia declared.

      Eugenie believed nothing of the sort but they were all watching her and she was forced to give a nod and a weak smile.

      “How amazing,” Marissa said, her eyes widening. “I think I will have to come and call upon you, Eugenie, and see this unfold for myself.”

      The others agreed, eagerly making plans, checking dates.

      Eugenie’s nimble brain sought a way out. She hadn’t planned it, exactly, but she probably would have to wait a month or two and then pretend her romance with Somerton didn’t work out. She would send each of her friends a sad little letter and hope they didn’t arrive with the intention of reuniting her with her duke. She shuddered at the thought of them learning the truth. Bad enough that she didn’t have a husband-to-be, but to have told them such lies! If they discovered the truth they would never speak to her again. For a moment she considered whether it would be simpler to persuade Somerton to marry her.

      She pictured his handsome, aristocratic face, his black eyes resting on her in amazed disgust. Marry you?

      The young ladies were raising their champagne glasses and she had no option but to raise her own and join in the toast.

      “To Eugenie!”

      “To the Duchess of Somerton!”

      The champagne went down the wrong way.

      Eugenie began to choke. Again.
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        Eugenie’s first meeting with the Duke of Somerton

        Three months earlier

      

      

      Eugenie tugged at the rope. On the other end of it Erik, until recently the family billy goat, shook his head and gave her a pleading look from his pale blue eyes. At least, it appeared pleading to her, and that was because Erik knew he had gone too far this time when he’d broken through the wooden fence into the drying yard, and eaten an item of the family’s clothing.

      If he’d eaten the boys’ underwear or even Eugenie’s shift and petticoat, it wouldn’t have mattered so much—they would have forgiven him. But instead Erik had chosen to munch on Mrs. Belmont’s Parisian cap with cerise ribbons, a garment she treasured above all others. When she discovered the few remaining scraps Erik had discarded as unpalatable—a ribbon flower or what was left of it—she promptly threw hysterics.

      “Take that animal back to Farmer Bartholomew,” she’d ordered, her voice husky from shrieking. “I won’t have it here any longer. The—the beast. I don’t want to set eyes on it ever again.”

      Eugenie, whose task it was to put the weeping twins and ten-year-old Jack to bed, had hoped that the morning might bring a reprieve for Erik. But no amount of pleading would change her mother’s mind and suggestions that Erik should be congratulated for his good taste in choosing that particular item were greeted with strangled sobs. In fact it seemed that a night without her beloved cap had only hardened her resolve.

      The goat would have to go.

      “Genie! Help!”

      Eugenie looked around. Her twin brothers, Benjamin and Bertie, had been clambering in the hedgerow and were now caught fast in the prickly brambles.

      “We can’t get out, Genie!”

      “Don’t pull so, or you’ll tear your clothing. What will Mama say then?”

      The boys stopped struggling and Eugenie handed Erik’s rope to Jack, who was trying not to cry. Erik was his special pet, and although the twins were fond of the goat, they’d soon move on to something new. It was Jack who was truly heart-broken and would need Eugenie’s special care. The boy had always had an affinity with animals, something Eugenie tried to encourage. Jack’s menagerie was famous—currently he was caring for a magpie with a broken wing and a mouse with one ear that the cat had brought home.

      “Genie!” the twins wailed impatiently, as she set about untangling them from their predicament. Eugenie pretended to scold, as she finally set them free from the brambles. Eight years old and full of mischief, they ran ahead down the lane.

      What next?  Eugenie sighed. It was as if she lurched from one disaster to another, soothing her mother, untangling her brothers, dreading her father’s next scheme.

      The sun was shining and the birds singing and it was a perfect summer’s day. What were other girls her age doing? Visiting friends and going on picnics? Meeting handsome young men who made them ridiculous compliments and stole kisses when their chaperones weren’t watching? As much as she loved her trouble-some family she suddenly wished herself back at Miss Debenham’s. She’d been looking forward to this break, to being home again, but now all she wanted was to be with her friends, who made her feel that her life was full of infinite and exciting possibilities.

      “Eugenie!” Jack was wrenching at her hand, desperately trying to gain her attention.

      Startled back to reality, Eugenie looked up. A horseman had just come around the corner of the lane and was bearing down upon them at speed.

      He was a big man whose dark blue coat flapped behind him, while his face was a blur beneath his hat. He saw them a moment after Eugenie saw him and swerved to allow for such unexpected obstacles. However the twins had never stayed still in their lives and now they flung themselves across his path and into the hedgerow, shrieking with terrified excitement.

      The horse tried to avoid the twins, and instead found itself directly in the path of Jack and Eugenie and Erik. Eugenie grabbed her brother tightly in her arms. Erik, his rope loosened, bolted down the lane, kicking up his heels and adding to the confusion. The horse reared with a shrill cry, like a dark angel of death above their heads, wickedly sharp hooves pawing, and then the rider regained control and turned him aside.

      Despite her shock—her heart was beating like a drummer boy’s drum—Eugenie could not help but admire the rider’s skill. He’d averted disaster. Although, she reminded herself, if he’d been riding a little less recklessly in the first place none of this would have happened.

      She watched him bending low over his horse’s neck, speaking softly, calming the animal. Then he dismounted and Jack, as if responding to some unspoken command, ran to take the reins. Eugenie found herself staring. He had dark eyes in a long, handsome face, and they were narrowed as he strode toward her. With his boots so shiny and his clothing so well made, he could only be a gentleman, but he carried himself with a certain arrogance that went beyond that.

      Eugenie’s hands were trembling so she placed them behind her back; she sensed that this man would not respond to weakness. He was a great deal taller than she and now he looked down at her, making use of that height to intimidate.

      “What in the blue blazes did you think you were doing, woman? I could have run you down!”

      “If you had been more cautious—”

      “Cautious?” he repeated, furiously, as if she were insane to suggest it. His eyes were dark and stormy, his hair the same color beneath his hat, and his lips curled. Plainly he’d like to throttle her. She glanced down at his hands, saw them clenched into fists, and took an involuntary step back.

      Her movement seemed to bring him to his senses.

      “You’re unhurt?” he said, his voice dropping. “The children?”

      The twins were standing nearby, watching, for once still and silent, while Jack murmured to the horse. “Shaken, that is all,” she said.

      His dark eyes swept over her and she thought for a moment she saw a spark of interest in them. But Eugenie knew she must be mistaken. She wasn’t the sort of girl men found interesting at first sight.

      He looked over his shoulder, as if suddenly remembering his mount, and Eugenie followed his gaze, and smiled. Jack had worked his usual magic on the creature. It was resting its chin on his shoulder, nuzzling against him.

      “Good God,” the gentleman muttered. “I’ve never seen him do that before.”

      “Jack has a way with animals,” Eugenie replied, the pride evident in her voice.

      Those dark eyes were back on her again. “And you are, madam?”

      Eugenie gave a little smile and dipped a curtsey. “Miss Eugenie Belmont. And these are my brothers, Jack, Bertie, and Ben. We live at Belmont Hall.”

      He nodded as if he knew it but she could read the puzzlement in his face. “Somerton,” he said brusquely.

      “I beg your pardon?”

      “Somerton,” he repeated. “It’s my name.”

      “How do you do, Mr. Somerton?” her wretched tongue joked.

      He gave her a narrow look. “I beg your pardon?” he repeated her own words back to her.

      “I’m sorry. Of course I know you are His Grace, the Duke of Somerton.”

      The most important man in the county and reportedly the most eligible man in England, she added in her mind but thankfully did not say it aloud.

      He moved toward his horse without replying—he was probably used to people treating him with goggle-eyed reverence. But Erik the billy goat had no such respect for the duke’s position in the realm and he chose that moment to come cantering down the lane and, head lowered, butted the duke square in the buttocks.

      His Grace went sprawling most ungracefully, his long body thudding to the ground, arms and legs splayed out, his hat rolling toward Jack’s feet.

      “Oh my . . .” Eugenie gasped, shocked into a little giggle. “I am so sorry.”

      She hurried to his side, a sharp look at the twins stopping their loud hoots of laughter, or at least muffling them.

      Bending down she clutched his arm and tried her best to help him to his feet. Irritably he shook her off, getting to his feet under his own power. After one glance up at his face she didn’t look again; she did not dare. Instead she took hold of Erik’s rope, gripping it securely in case he tried to escape, but the billy wasn’t concerned. He looked completely unrepentant and didn’t seem to realize that his future was looking very bleak indeed.

      “Erik,” Jack said in a wavering voice, “you—you very bad boy.”

      The goat rolled his eyes at his young master, as if inviting him to enjoy the joke.

      “You know you’re not to butt strangers. Apologize. Now.”

      Eugenie had seen Jack’s magic before but it still amazed her when the billy goat went down on his front knees and bowed his head. The Duke of Somerton, who had never seen it, was clearly speechless. His mouth twisted as if he wasn’t sure whether to roar with rage or shout with laughter.

      “You have to forgive him, sir,” Jack explained anxiously. “Otherwise he’ll just stay there all day.”

      Eugenie didn’t expect the duke to be impressed by this. In fact she had taken a step forward, to place herself between the duke and the now repentant goat. But Somerton surprised her.

      “I forgive you,” he said gruffly, eyeing the goat uneasily.

      On cue Erik jumped to his feet, tossing his head, eyes rolling wickedly. Immediately Jack heaped him with praise. Somerton raised his eyebrows, catching Eugenie’s gaze.

      “Do you often take your goat out for a stroll?” he said, a mocking note in his voice. “I would suggest leaving it at home next time.”

      “There won’t be a next time,” Jack replied, before Eugenie could answer. His lip quivered. “Mama is sending Erik back to Mr. Bartholomew’s farm, where he came from, and Mr. Bartholomew will sell him to someone else and we will never see him again.”

      “Or he’ll cook him in a pot,” one of the twins added, and a tear ran down his cheek. The other twin leaned against him for comfort.

      Somerton took in their woebegone faces. “I see,” he said, and Eugenie felt that he really did. “Sir Billy has been given his marching orders, has he? What did he do to fall out of favor with your mother?”

      “Ate her Parisian cap with the cerise ribbons!” the twins shouted together.

      “Her favorite,” Jack said. “The one that reminded her of when she was young and pretty, before she was—was plagued with children.”

      Somerton considered this. Eugenie, expecting some remark along the lines of “serves him right” or “you’ll find another goat” was again pleasantly surprised.

      “Do you think he would like to come and live with me?”

      Suddenly Jack was grinning all over his face and the twins were cheering. Eugenie, feeling a little dizzy herself, said, “You are very kind, Your Grace, but—”

      “I have need of a good goat,” he interrupted, before she could finish.

      If he wanted to make fast friends of her brothers then he had done so. They were gazing at him as if he were the hero in a storybook.

      “You—you are very kind,” Eugenie managed, as Somerton took hold of his horse’s reins. “I don’t know what to say.”

      “Then say nothing,” he retorted awkwardly, as if her emotion was unwelcome. The dark eyes swept over her again, and it seemed to Eugenie that he saw every flaw and fault, before he fixed on her own green eyes. He cleared his throat and added gruffly, “It is a small thing. Of no consequence.”

      “Can—can we visit him?” Jack asked anxiously. “I know he will be fed and everything, but he will miss us. And we will miss him.”

      “Naturally you must visit him.” The duke mounted his horse, settling himself with a grimace. Eugenie wondered if Erik had caused any permanent damage but knew she could hardly ask. “I’ll send someone to talk to your father.” His gaze turned quizzical. “You do have a father?”

      “Of course,” Eugenie said rather sharply.

      His gaze lingered but whatever it was he was thinking he kept it to himself, merely nodding, before he turned his mount back the way he’d come. A moment later he was cantering away and soon he’d vanished around the bend in the lane.

      “You are going to a new home, Erik. A duke’s home,” Jack was telling his naughty pet, stroking the rough head. “And I will visit you as often as I can. Don’t worry, I won’t forget you.”

      Eugenie smiled. No, she thought, it would be a long time before any of them forgot their meeting with His Grace, the Duke of Somerton. Who would have thought he could be so generous? And who would have thought the brush of those dark eyes could make her skin burn and her heart bump? Arrogant, yes. Aware of his own worth, that, too. He was a million miles out of her league.

      But there was nothing wrong in dreaming.
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        * * *

      

      The boys had a hard time convincing their mother that they really had met a duke. At first she declared it a make-believe story, designed to save the wretched Erik, but when Eugenie assured her it really was the truth, she cried that the whole world was conspiring against her, and retired to her room. Their father was more pragmatic and was already, Eugenie was sure, considering ways in which he could turn the situation to his financial advantage.

      The next morning someone arrived at Belmont Hall as promised.

      Eugenie was up early, as always, helping with the household chores and getting the younger boys ready for school. Of course, as soon as they knew the duke’s man was there, they escaped her grasp and ran down the stairs and outside. With a sigh, tucking her unruly curls behind her ears, Eugenie followed. She had reached the back door and stepped out into the chaos that was their yard before she realized that the “someone” come to fetch Erik was the duke himself.

      For a moment she was so surprised she could do nothing more than stare. He was speaking to her father, tapping his hat against his thigh, looking perfect in tight breeches and a coat from Bond Street—or somewhere just as posh. Only his hair was a little untidy, tangled from the ride, and his lean cheeks flushed from the exercise.

      As if aware of her openmouthed stare, he looked up and met her gaze.

      “Ah, Miss Belmont,” he said brusquely, with a bow. “I have come for Sir Billy, as I promised.”

      The twins were dancing around him, and Jack was leading Erik from his enclosure, looking proud and miserable at the same time. “You must be on your best behavior,” she heard him say, as Erik rolled his eyes.

      “It is very good of you, Your Grace,” she managed, with a curtsey, remembering she was wearing one of her oldest and shabbiest dresses and had yet to brush her curls or wash her face. Good heavens, what a fright she must look!

      “Our Eugenie is to be a genuine lady,” her father announced, tugging at his waistcoat where it bulged over his stomach. “She’s currently attending Miss Debenham’s Finishing School. We expect great things of her.”

      “I’m sure she will not disappoint you,” the duke said, perfectly straight-faced.

      “My grandmother was His Majesty King George the Second’s mistress,” he went on proudly, making Eugenie want to curl up in a ball and disappear into the earth. “Eugenie takes after her, you know.”

      The duke’s eyebrows rose, as well they might.

      “She was a house maid,” Eugenie muttered.

      “A palace maid,” her father corrected her.

      “How very interesting,” Somerton said, tipping his head to one side and examining Eugenie carefully. “And you say your daughter resembles this woman?”

      “The spitting image, Your Grace.”

      “Then I can understand why the king was smitten.”

      It was a gallant compliment. His coal dark eyes delved into hers and she felt the shock of his gaze right down to her toes. He looked startled himself, and the flush in his cheeks deepened. She thought she saw a spark of interest. A warm flicker of intention. Something equally warm blossomed inside her, spreading throughout her body.

      “Erik is ready now,” Jack was saying, handing over his pet’s lead to Somerton. The duke quickly passed it on to his man, who Eugenie noticed standing behind him, and who petted Erik with the air of one used to animals. They prepared to leave.

      “You may visit him whenever you wish,” Somerton said to Jack and the twins. “He may be a little homesick at first, although I am sure he will soon settle in.”

      “And I will be sure to call on you about that little matter we discussed,” the baronet said quickly, tapping the side of his nose.

      Eugenie wondered what her father was up to and hoped he wasn’t going to embarrass her yet again with one of his schemes.

      Somerton made her a bow, a lock of hair tumbling down over his eyes, a serious cast to his lips. “Miss Belmont, I do hope we meet again, after you have been finished at Miss Debenham’s.”

      He was teasing her, as the king had no doubt teased her ancestress. She curtseyed again with wobbly knees. “Yes, Your Grace.”

      And he was gone, leaving the yard bleak and empty, and the day ahead looking endlessly long.
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        * * *

      

      Sinclair left Erik to his groom, and rode ahead. There were estate matters requiring his attention but for some reason he found himself in no hurry to get home. His lips twisted as he thought about Eugenie Belmont and the revelation that she was the descendant of the second Hanoverian George and a servant.

      He couldn’t imagine his own family being proud of such a fact. His mother would probably put a sentence of death upon anyone who revealed such a scandal, and yet here were the Belmonts, shouting it out loud to the world.

      Eugenie Belmont was no beauty and yet there was something very appealing about her, a mysterious quality that drew the eye. He laughed out loud as he recalled her frozen in the doorway in her faded pink dress, her abundant curls tumbling down her back, her green eyes as big as saucers. He could easily imagine how her ancestress might have captured the attention of the ageing king.

      Briefly his thoughts strayed into lustful fantasy. He’d never been one for flirtatious behavior when it came to women, particularly those beneath his own station, and the idea that he may have flirted with Eugenie just now surprised him. He was not a rake, not by any stretch of the imagination. He was never easy in the company of women. Even during his youth, when suddenly he’d found himself with a surfeit of female bodies in his bed, he’d been uncomfortably shy once the lovemaking was over. Conversing with women did not come easily to him, and often made him seem stiff.

      The last thing he needed was a liaison with Eugenie Belmont and her appalling family. His future, he thought with blind arrogance, lay in other areas.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Belmont Hall, Gloucestershire, England

        Present time

      

      

      As usual the eggs were overcooked, the sausages blackened, while the toast was soggy and barely browned. Eugenie viewed the table with resignation as she sipped her tea. Nothing had changed since she’d been away being finished at Miss Debenham’s. Breakfast was always the liveliest meal at Belmont Hall, and she could see the strain on her mother’s face as she sought to regain some control over the most boisterous of her brood while her father seemed to positively encourage them in more and more outrageous behavior.

      To her cries of “Speak to them, dear Sir Peter, please!” he answered “Good morning, children.”

      They loved it, as Eugenie well knew, but she pitied her mother. Now that she was home it would be expected of her to take over some of the burden of caring for the family. The Belmonts were not wealthy, they could not afford more than two house servants, and as she was the only girl, Eugenie sometimes felt that the extra work fell upon her more than was fair.

      “Genie, are we going to see Erik today?” Jack asked for the tenth time.

      “Yes, we are,” Eugenie answered patiently, while her insides were all aquiver as she considered the claims she’d made to her friends that last night at Miss Debenham’s. Olivia and Marissa had already written. Although Eugenie managed to forget about her foolish words sometimes for an hour at a time they always returned. Like Marie Antoinette at the guillotine, Eugenie saw no way out of her situation.

      Her father’s chuckle brought her out of her gloomy thoughts. There was a suspiciously satisfied gleam in his eye. “I separated His Grace from ten guineas, thanks to that goat,” he said.

      “What do you mean? Why would he pay you ten guineas?”

      “Father went to visit the duke,” one of the twins piped up. “Tell her what you said, Father!”

      “Tell her how you fleeced the duke!” the other twin added, bouncing up and down on his chair with excitement.

      Sir Peter Belmont was nothing loath to share his triumph. “I explained to His Grace that I was giving up my finest billy goat, and that if he wanted to keep Erik then I’d need to be compensated.”

      Eugenie set down her teacup with shaking hands; a sick feeling was growing in her stomach. “Father, how could you? You know he was only taking Erik to be kind. And after the wretched goat butted him! I hope he refused to pay.”

      “Well, that’s where you’re wrong,” her father retorted, barely ruffled by her criticism. “I admit he could have said no, in which case we would have had to come to some other arrangement, but he agreed that ten guineas was cheap at the price.”

      “Cheap at the price!” the twins echoed.

      “Do sit still, boys!” their mother wailed.

      Eugenie had the depressing feeling that she was the only member of this family who cared that a wrong had been done. How could she face the duke after her father’s scheming? How could the most eligible man in England look favorably upon a woman whose own background was so obviously and completely ineligible?

      “I will have to apologize,” she said grimly.

      “Oh, please don’t purse your mouth up like that, Eugenie,” her mother said in her long-suffering voice. “There was a time when you found your father’s little tricks amusing. My sister Beatrix may have paid for you to go to finishing school, but how do you think we afforded the extras? Evening gloves, for heaven’s sake. And the boys are always in need of new boots. They grow so quickly!”

      “Speaking of which, Eugenie, my girl, I expect you to put to use some of those fine finishing school manners,” her father interrupted. “Next time I go to the Torringham horse market you can come with me and bedazzle the customers.”

      “I’m sure I’ll be far too busy to go to the horse market.”

      Eugenie’s father had a not undeserved reputation as a shyster and a rapscallion—a man not to be trusted. She wasn’t going to assist him in perpetuating one of his dishonest schemes.

      Sir Peter found it easy to blur the lines between what was lawful and what was useful to him. After being thrown out of school he went on to gamble away most of his inheritance, apart from his title, and then marry a local heiress so that he could pay his debts—only now he was beholden to the heiress’s hardnosed sister. He was charming, however, and it was charm that had carried him through life so far—much as it carried his grandmother into the king’s bed. Terrence, the brother closest in age to Eugenie, was a great deal like their father when it came to that charm, and she worried that he would end up just the same.

      She spent a lot of time worrying about her brothers.

      When she wasn’t worrying about the mess her wretched tongue had gotten her into and how she was going to get out of it. Apart from doing as she’d said she would and pursuing the most eligible man in the county in an effort to make him her husband.

      Breakfast over, she led the younger boys outside to the stables. The twins were tumbling around like puppies as she loaded them into the old coach. It was like something out of the ark, and Eugenie tried not to notice how desperately the vehicle needed a new coat of paint or the alarming crick in one of the wheels.

      “It’s not as if we’ll even see the duke,” she comforted herself. “There’ll be a groom to direct us to Erik.”

      That meant she probably wouldn’t have a chance to apologize for her father’s shameful behavior, but she could always write a letter, she told herself with relief. She should have written before, to thank him for agreeing to help with the billy goat, but she’d kept putting it off. What did one say to a duke who’d been butted by a billy goat?

      The coach was just rolling past the front of the hall when Terrence came strolling up and forced them to halt. Eugenie narrowed her eyes at him through the open window, noting that his necktie was askew, his shirt and jacket were crumpled, and his eyes were shadowed from fatigue—at least she hoped it was fatigue. He was a handsome boy, a year younger than Eugenie, and took after their father in looks, but lately there was an air of dissatisfaction about him.

      “Off somewhere interesting?” he asked, opening the door.

      “Where have you been, Terry?”

      “None of your business,” he said, sneering in a way he probably considered rakish, and then spoiled it all by adding in an anxious voice, “Can you lend me a guinea, Genie? I’ll pay you back.”

      “Have you been gambling down at the Five Bells?”

      “There’s little enough else to do around here.”

      “I thought you wanted to join the army?”

      “What’s the point? Father could never afford a decent regiment and I’d hardly want to go in as a foot soldier. I might as well resign myself to being trapped in this backwater until I die.”

      He sounded so forlorn that Eugenie felt sorry for him. Terry wasn’t a bad boy, but with no way of achieving his dreams he’d begun to frequent places like the Five Bells and spend his time getting into scrapes with bad company. It wouldn’t be long before he was in debt by more than a guinea.

      “Do you think Aunt Beatrix will pay for my commission?” he said, a spark of hope in his eyes. “Like she paid for you to go to Miss Debenham’s?”

      “I don’t know, Terry. I hope so. As long as father doesn’t put her back up again.”

      Aunt Beatrix was an irascible lady who loathed Peter Belmont and didn’t think too highly of his wife, her sister, who had been left a considerable amount of money by their father. But Beatrix had married well, a manufacturer of soaps and skin potions, and now she was a very wealthy widow. She was fond of Eugenie, probably because she reminded her of her sensible self, but Terry was another matter. Eugenie feared he looked too much like his father for Aunt Beatrix’s liking.

      “We’re going to see Erik,” one of the twins said now, bouncing up and down on the old, cracked leather seat. “We’re going to Somerton.”

      “Are you indeed?” Terry gave them a thoughtful look. “Mind if I tag along?”

      He didn’t wait for an answer, climbing up into the coach and squeezing in beside Jack and Eugenie. She wondered why he should want to come on what he’d normally consider a childish outing, but she was so pleased to see him smiling for a change that she didn’t make a fuss.

      “We’re going to see the duke, we’re going to see the duke!” the twins yelled as they set off.

      “I wonder if I will be allowed in the stables again,” Jack said quietly, with a little shiver of excitement. “Last time I helped saddle one of the duke’s best stallions. Would you believe it, Genie? The stable boys were frightened of him.”

      “You will all be good, won’t you?” Eugenie said, looking around at her brothers’ faces. “You will be on your best behavior. Do you promise?”

      Of course they all did, even Terry, but although she wanted to trust them past experience warned Eugenie not to believe a word.
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        * * *

      

      Sinclair St. John, the fifth Duke of Somerton, had business to attend to. Estate business. But business would have to wait until he’d dealt with the question of his sister. Annabelle was being difficult. At the end of last year she had become engaged to Lord Lucius Salturn but as the date for the wedding drew closer she’d become very restless and unhappy. Sinclair didn’t know where she got her ideas from, but he knew their mother was depending on him to make her see sense before she arrived in London to attend prenuptial balls and soirees with her fiancé.

      “I will die if I marry Lucius,” she declared dramatically. “He does not believe women should read books. He told me so. How can I possibly marry a man who thinks such things, Sinclair?”

      “It is up to you to change his mind,” Sinclair retorted. “I’m sure you’re more than capable of that, Annabelle. He thinks you are a goddess. He told me so.”

      That gave her pause, but not for long.

      “I don’t want to get married. I am too young. Just think of all the fun I am missing out on by being engaged to Lucius.” Her voice wavered. “It isn’t fair of you to make me do this. I hate you, Sinclair.”

      He sighed. Part of being an elder brother and the head of his family meant playing the disciplinarian. Sinclair knew the marriage was a coup where Annabelle was concerned, and Lucius was the perfect addition to their family. His mother had explained the importance of marrying within one’s own sphere, of doing one’s duty by one’s family. Sinclair knew that his tough behavior was for Annabelle’s own good, and any niggling doubts or sympathies he felt must be firmly quashed. But even so it was not easy to feel he was making her miserable.

      “That’s as may be,” he said, steeling himself for her tears, “but you will be leaving for London on the first day of July and I expect you to be packed and ready. Do I make myself clear?”

      His sister promptly fled the room, her steps ringing up the staircase and her sobs echoing up into the domed seventeenth-century gallery.

      “Blast it,” Sinclair muttered, and flung out of the French windows and onto the terrace, where he glowered at a gardener’s boy who was staking lilies, frightening him badly. It was in Annabelle’s best interests to marry Lucius. A year ago their mother announced that Annabelle was growing far too wild and willful, and behaving in a manner that was quite unladylike. She needed curbing; she needed to be married.

      “Marriage will sober her,” said the dowager duchess. “She must learn that people like us have a position to maintain. We cannot do what we wish. We must conform to our breeding.”

      It was only what Sinclair knew to be the truth, for such pronouncements had been drummed into him all his life. He no longer questioned them. He no longer hungered for what he could not have. Or so he told himself.

      “We cannot have Annabelle turning into a hoyden,” he muttered to himself. “Like . . . like

      . . .”

      The name rang in his head.

      Miss Eugenie Belmont of Belmont Hall.

      His lip curled. It was his trademark expression and others saw it as a sign of his disdain for those less fortunate than himself. It was an affectation he’d learned as a boy and now it came so automatically to him he didn’t even know he was doing it.

      But was Miss Belmont a hoyden? Surely it was her family who were the hoydens! It still stung him when he remembered the father trying to ingratiate himself with Sinclair and then making that outrageous offer. Sinclair didn’t entirely understand why he’d paid for the privilege of keeping an animal on his estate that he hadn’t wanted in the first place. He supposed it was partly because of the boy, Jack, and the tears in his eyes. And partly because he had seen in Jack a remarkable talent for taming animals—in particular horses. According to Sinclair’s groom the boy was a marvel. Within moments he’d had the wildest stallion eating from his hand.

      Sinclair was very fond of his horses, and he told himself that by allowing himself to be fleeced by the father he was gaining the trust of the son.

      As for Eugenie Belmont . . . her brother had artlessly told him that when his sister came home from finishing school her parents hoped she’d marry someone rich as a consequence. “Father is very proud of Eugenie. He says that when she comes home she’ll be a lady and we need her to marry someone who can put money into Belmont Hall before it falls down,” he went on, clearly too naïve to realize he was saying things he ought not.

      “And has your sister a particular suitor in mind?” Sinclair inquired calmly, while a tingle of warning sharpened his senses.

      “Oh, no, I don’t think so. Not yet, anyway.”

      The tingle faded. Sinclair breathed a sigh of relief. Just for a moment he’d thought he might be the unlucky object of her desires! But surely Eugenie Belmont—royal blood or not—would be too canny to think she could ever be in the same class as the Duke of Somerton!

      He wondered now whether it would be in his interest—in Jack’s interest—if he found someone for Miss Belmont. A wealthy gentleman of lesser birth? Or even a businessman, a manufacturer, with money to burn on a rundown hovel like Belmont Hall? It was something to consider. Miss Belmont would be grateful to him, he was sure, and therefore Jack would look upon him favorably. The entire Belmont family would be in his debt and would not mind him borrowing their son for the sake of his horses.

      And yet it was odd how often he had found himself remembering Eugenie Belmont during the past three months. The smile in her green eyes, for instance, and the way they sparkled. And how, despite her lack of stature, she had stood up to him in the lane, so straight, for all that she was barely up to his shoulder. As if she meant to protect her brothers at all costs. That pink flush in her cheeks and on her soft lips, her wild curls, and those endearing freckles scattered across her nose, as she stood in the doorway of her home. The sensation that he knew exactly what had attracted a king to make her commoner ancestress his mistress. Surely in normal circumstances her features should have faded from his memory? Instead they seemed to become clearer, more distinct. . .

      “Your Grace?”

      He almost jumped—as if he’d been caught doing something wrong. When he turned he found one of his servants hesitating behind him, loath to interrupt his cogitations.

      “What is it?” Not Annabelle again, he hoped. He would be relieved when the girl was on her way to London and the welcoming arms of her fiancé.

      “A Miss Eugenie Belmont has arrived, with her brothers, to visit Erik the, eh, goat.”

      The servant looked startled when smiled; he had expected the lip curl for which his master was so famous.

      Well, this was providential, thought Sinclair. He didn’t even consider avoiding them; the idea simply didn’t even enter his head. He told himself he was keen to observe Jack with the stallion, and of course there was the question of whether finishing school had made any changes in Miss Eugenie Belmont. He hoped she hadn’t become too conventional.

      Is she still a hoyden?

      He set off across the terrace with long strides which were undeniably eager.
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