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            The Unsuitable Duke

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        An enemies-to-lovers romance.

      

        

      
        When they were children, Ellen Laughton considered the Duke of Castlefield her best friend. But when he learned their parents were hoping they'd marry one day, he did what any boy of twelve would do—he pushed her away.

      

        

      
        She’s been angry with him ever since.

      

        

      
        By the time Castlefield realized there was only one woman for him, Ellen was already betrothed to another. Now that she’s a widow and out of mourning, he is determined to win back her friendship and her heart.

      

        

      
        But when Ellen learns about the role he played in her husband’s death, will she be able to forgive Castlefield’s betrayal?
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        July 1807

      

      

      The Duke of Castlefield scanned the glittering crowd from his position by the ornate garden doors. She was here, deuce take it. He could feel it in his bones.

      For what felt like the hundredth time, his eyes swept over the women currently partnered on the ballroom floor before he started skimming over the guests gathered along the outer edges of the brightly lit room. But the stubborn bane of his existence remained hidden. The fact that everyone wore masks to conceal their identity wasn’t the impediment. He’d know Ellen anywhere. Which meant she was biding her time before making her presence known.

      If he remained patient, she’d eventually reveal herself. She wouldn’t be able to resist the desire to harass him. He was counting on that now as he slipped through the open doors that led out to the gardens. He made his way to the far side of the balcony and turned to look out into the darkness. He wasn’t the only person outside that evening, but he was the only one who hadn’t sought a darkened corner for his meeting. He stood alone, light from the ballroom spilling out onto the balcony and making his figure visible. He did want to be found after all.

      He didn’t have to wait long before he sensed movement to his left. Still, he continued to stare out at the lush greenery before him, his every instinct on high alert as she moved closer.

      I have you now, he thought, resisting the urge to smile. “I was wondering when you’d show up.”

      She moved into position beside him, taking up a similar stance. The scent of her light perfume wrapped around him. Despite the fact they both stood looking out at the gardens, he knew she wasn’t admiring the shrubs or the planters overflowing with roses. He had her complete attention.

      “I was surprised to see you at my brother’s wedding.”

      He glanced at her then, and she returned the gesture. Their gazes met. While he couldn’t see her face behind the white mask she wore, it was hard to miss the cold indifference in her light blue eyes. He vowed to change that. He’d waited long enough for her, and he was no longer a young man. “My closest friend finally weds, and you didn’t expect me to be there?”

      She lifted a shoulder in a casual shrug but said nothing. She didn’t have to.

      Her brother, Brantford, had told him he was marrying for expediency, but the fact that he’d chosen to attach himself to someone whose family had fallen into social ruin spoke volumes. His friend hadn’t said as much, but Castlefield could tell the woman in question meant something to him. More than Brantford wanted to admit. So Castlefield had agreed to stand at his friend’s side during the marriage ceremony and hadn’t pressed for details. He also hadn’t questioned how Brantford had known he was in town when he’d only just arrived in London. The man knew everything.

      Indiscreet laughter floated up from the hidden pathways of the gardens. The music inside the ballroom spilled out onto the balcony and concealed most of the noise caused by the lovers meeting under the cover of darkness, but the sound was unmistakable.

      The season was drawing to a close, and as always, society seemed almost desperate to wring every drop of enjoyment from the time that remained. Especially those who had yet to secure matches. Which meant he’d been the object of much attention over the past week as he prowled the various events, looking for Ellen.

      She was staying with her brother, but now that Brantford had left town with his new wife, Castlefield knew she’d never accept a house call from him. So in order to see her, he’d had to attend the various balls and routs, waiting for her to decide to join the game. And that was problematic—although her attendance was much sought after, she rarely went out in public anymore. Indeed, she’d kept him waiting for the past week, but Castlefield had hoped tonight’s masquerade would provide the perfect backdrop for their meeting.

      He forced his thoughts away from the reason for Ellen’s absence from society and turned to face her. She mirrored his movement.

      Castlefield took in her outfit—a violet evening dress that complemented her fair coloring and dared to hug her curves just a little too closely. She’d come prepared to make an impression, and she’d succeeded. “You look beautiful, as ever.”

      Her eyes narrowed a fraction before she hid the telltale sign that she was annoyed. “I wasn’t aware you cared one way or the other for my appearance. I certainly don’t care for your opinion on the matter.”

      He couldn’t stop the corner of his mouth from twitching in amusement. “I don’t believe that to be true.”

      She turned away and looked out over the garden again. Muffled voices in the distance revealed that more than one couple were taking advantage of the darkness and lush greenery for a rendezvous. They’d be too busy with their own activities to pay attention to the two people standing a respectable distance from one another on the balcony.

      “You’re free to believe whatever you desire. Heaven knows, I could never change your mind about anything.”

      “We’re not children any longer. Surely you can see past the actions of a callow youth.”

      “No, of course not. Why should I care that my best friend told me he no longer had time for silly girls?”

      “We were twelve when that happened. And in my defense, you’d put a snake in my bed the evening before.”

      She allowed herself to smile then. “I must admit, that still amuses me. But you deserved it.”

      He said nothing since they both knew why she’d acted out. Their parents had been friends, and being of an age, he and Ellen had grown up together and spent many summers at his family’s estate near Brighton. She hadn’t been happy when he’d started spending more time with her brother, who was two years younger. Once Brantford was old enough to be deemed interesting by Castlefield, they’d begun to exclude her from their adventures. He’d never told her what had precipitated that action. He’d overheard a conversation between their parents wherein they’d discussed their hopes that his and Ellen’s friendship would lead to a union when they were older. At the time, the very thought had horrified him, and so he’d pushed her away.

      Ellen had made no bones about her displeasure with Castlefield and Brantford. But since she adored her younger brother, Castlefield had been the one to bear the brunt of that resentment.

      But enough time had passed, and it was time to make his intentions known. “I’d like to propose that we begin anew.”

      The look she gave him was inscrutable, and he wished he could see more of her face than just her eyes through the white mask. He suspected she was trying to discern whether he had any ulterior motives. She’d never trust that his words were sincere. She’d been through too much, especially during her marriage to Laughton, to ever take a man’s word at face value.

      “Surely a man of your station can withstand a few rumors. While I find them vastly entertaining, I harbor no illusion they’ve done you any real harm.”

      If he were trying to find a suitable bride, he’d disagree with that sentiment. The whispers about his debauchery served to keep most marriage-minded mamas at bay. Those who didn’t care about the rumors, whether because they wanted access to his sizable fortune or because the salacious on-dit intrigued them, weren’t of any interest to him for anything beyond a short-term liaison.

      No, there was only one woman who’d held his interest for several years, and unfortunately it was the one standing before him now. The one who disliked him at best and who would no doubt hate him if she knew the truth about what he’d done.

      But that didn’t mean he was willing to quit the field. It was time for Ellen to learn he was the only man who could make her happy. She’d never accept his courtship, but he’d known her long enough to know she couldn’t resist a challenge.

      “I probably shouldn’t admit this, certainly not to you, but I’ve decided it’s time for me to settle down.”

      Ellen tilted her head to the side. “I wasn’t aware you were courting anyone.”

      He watched her closely as he replied. “I haven’t been, but that’s about to change.”

      Ellen didn’t seem disturbed by his announcement. “I don’t know why you’re telling me this, but I have to admit to being curious about the woman in question. Surely it’s not someone attending the ball tonight?” She gave her head a small shake as though that thought displeased her.

      “Actually, she is present tonight, but she isn’t aware of my interest. I’ll be announcing my intentions soon.”

      “Just like that? And what do you expect will happen? That she’ll fall at your feet?” She gave a wry laugh. “Of course she will. There are no innocent young misses here tonight. You’ve probably already had half the women in that room.”

      He took heart from her statement. It might just have been a simple observation, but he told himself the thought that he’d been with other women clearly annoyed her.

      “Oh, I don’t expect it to go quite as smoothly as that. In fact, I believe I’ll have a devil of a time convincing her to accept my suit.”

      Her brows rose at that. “This I will have to witness. I’ll just slip inside now and find a clear vantage point of the room. I don’t suppose you’ll give me a hint?”

      He glanced away but could feel her gaze wandering over his face, though his black domino covered enough of his features that she wouldn’t be able to see what he was thinking. He allowed a corner of his mouth to lift. “As it turns out, you don’t have to go anywhere.” He turned to meet her eyes again and lowered his voice. “She’s on the balcony.”

      Any other woman would have gazed wildly about, unable to rein in her curiosity. But Ellen had long since mastered the art of restraint. Ever so casually, she shifted position until she was leaning against the balustrade. While holding herself still, she allowed her eyes to roam over the large lit area. They were still alone, and she turned back to face him with a small huff of annoyance.

      “I should have known you were playing games. Is it even true that you have your sights set on some poor woman?”

      “Oh, it’s definitely true. In fact, I’m looking at her right now.”

      The way Ellen’s eyes widened in disbelief would have been comical if it didn’t cause more than a slight sting. He smiled and folded his arms across his chest, preparing for her verbal assault.

      “I don’t find you amusing. Why don’t you go and harass some other woman?”

      “If memory serves, you were the one who approached me.”

      Her lips tightened a fraction as she struggled with her temper. “I’ll remedy that right now.”

      Well, that had gone as disastrously as he’d expected. Fortunately, he wasn’t above using Ellen’s friendship with his sister to his benefit.

      “Jane will be in town tomorrow.”

      Ellen remained impassive for several seconds before saying, “It’s a little late, is it not?”

      “She’s only staying for a few days before heading down to the estate in Sussex.”

      “I’m sure she and Lord Eddings will have a pleasant time.” She gave him a brief curtsy, saying, “If you’ll excuse me, we’ve no doubt caused more than enough tongues to wag being out here alone. While that won’t hurt your reputation, I’d rather not have my name aligned with yours should anyone recognize me.”

      He frowned at her cool dismissal. This was not how he’d expected his revelation to go. “She wants to repair your friendship.”

      Ellen looked away, but from the stiff set of her jaw it was clear the news wasn’t welcome. Her reaction confused him more than a little. He knew very well why Jane had needed to distance herself from the woman she’d once considered an older sister, but he hadn’t realized just how hurt Ellen had been.

      “I’m not sure we can be friends again.”

      Her words were short, clipped. He was missing something. This was more than just Ellen feeling hurt because they were no longer close. The woman before him seemed angry. He was fairly certain she had no idea what had taken place a few years earlier. If she had, it wouldn’t be Jane with whom she was angry but him.

      “Jane regrets the distance that has grown between you.”

      Ellen laughed, a short bitter sound. “Does she also regret having an affair with my husband?”

      “What?” The word exploded from him before he could hold it back. A quick glance told him they were still alone on the balcony and no one was watching them through the garden doors.

      When he turned back to Ellen, the sheen of tears in her eyes was unmistakable. He wanted to strangle Laughton. It was a pity Ellen’s husband was already dead.

      “Did Laughton tell you that?”

      She gave a small nod, refusing to meet his eyes.

      “And you believed him?”

      “Not at first. But I went to see Jane, to warn her that Laughton was spreading rumors about her. I didn’t think it was possible. Oh, I know my husband was more than capable of carrying out an affair with someone I considered a sister. Jane had hardly been the first woman with whom he’d dallied. But I didn’t think it possible she would betray me in that way. I thought he was just striking out to hurt me.”

      “Jane wasn’t having an affair with your husband.” He barely restrained himself from swearing.

      “She refused to see me. That was all the confirmation I needed.”

      He took her chin in his grip and guided her face back to him. She didn’t resist, and he could see the hurt swimming in her eyes. That she wasn’t trying to hide the emotion from him said more than words ever could about the depth of her pain.

      “Jane was going through a very difficult time. She…” He had to struggle to keep his voice even as he continued. “She was carrying Hope at the time, and she almost lost her. The doctor had her on strict bed rest, and she didn’t want to see anyone. It was a dark time for her, and she could barely even look at me.”

      “So she and Laughton…”

      He gave his head a sharp shake. “Absolutely not. She… wasn’t comfortable around your husband. And as you said, she would never betray your friendship.”

      “You can’t be certain—”

      “Believe me, Ellen. There is nothing in this world about which I am more certain.”

      They stood like that for several long moments. She seemed to realize he was stroking her cheek with his thumb almost at the same time he did. With a visible swallow, she took a step back, and he allowed his hand to fall to his side.

      “I’m more than a little relieved to hear that.”

      Castlefield wished he wasn’t wearing gloves. What he wouldn’t give to have felt the smoothness of her skin under his touch. He curled his hand and admonished himself for overstepping too soon. If he wasn’t careful, he’d drive Ellen away from London before he had a chance to change her mind about how well the two of them would suit.

      “I’ve promised to take her and the children to the Tower in two days’ time so they can visit the royal menagerie. If he can manage it, Eddings will also be there.”

      Ellen had always gotten along with Jane’s husband, and with their two children, they’d make a large enough group that she could convince herself she’d be able to ignore him during the outing. He’d laid down the bait, now he just had to wait to see if she’d take it.

      “It would be nice to see Jane again. Heavens, Henry must be so grown up now. And I haven’t even met Hope.”

      He held back the desire to press the invitation. Any prodding from him would have her running in the other direction.

      “I suppose I’ll have to tolerate your presence?”

      He inclined his head.

      “And you’ll give up this nonsense about courting me? I don’t find it amusing being on the receiving end of one of your jokes.”

      “I would never make light of such an important matter.”

      Ellen sighed. “I don’t know what you’re trying to do. You can’t be serious.”

      He met her gaze evenly, willing her to see just how earnest he was about the two of them.

      Her eyes narrowed. “Fine, I’ll join you. But I’m doing this because I miss my friendship with your sister.”

      It took every ounce of willpower he possessed not to say anything as she turned to leave. But internally, anticipation of the chase ahead surged.
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      After his customary early breakfast the next morning, Castlefield proceeded to his study where he hoped to distract himself with the reports sent by the steward of his country seat.

      He’d dreamed of Ellen all night. Scene after scene where she danced just out of reach. Tempting him by coming close enough for him to catch the scent of her perfume before allowing herself to be whisked away by another masked man. He hadn’t seen the man’s face, but he knew that if he tore away the mask, he’d find it was her deceased husband.

      It was difficult to banish the unsettling dreams from his mind, but he forced himself to look over the list of repairs his steward was undertaking.

      He glanced up when the door to his study opened after a quick knock. His sister stepped into the room. It was early for her to be at his town house, but the staff knew she was welcome to come and go as she pleased.

      “I shouldn’t have to invade your inner sanctum to see my own brother. You’re working much too hard, Charles.”

      Castlefield set aside the report and removed his reading glasses, tossing them onto the neatly organized surface. He’d only recently started needing to wear glasses when he read and hated how old they made him feel. He was only two-and-thirty. Surely too young for such an obvious sign that the years were passing far too quickly.

      “I’m just trying to keep abreast of matters. The improvements needed at the country estate seem to be never ending.”

      “Is everything fine? I know Father left you with more than a handful when he passed away, but I always assumed he left the estate in order. Still, we both know that was a bad time. I was scarcely aware of what was happening around me.”

      Castlefield waved his hand, indicating she should make herself comfortable in the guest chair that was positioned on the other side of his desk for her visits.

      “There’s nothing to concern yourself with. Fortunately, the estate is large enough that it could withstand a little neglect. But improvements need to be made to ensure that continues to be the case.”

      Jane’s shoulders slumped. “Should I let you return to it? I hate to be a burden—”

      “You could never be a burden.” He hated that she could think such a thing. His sister had never been one to doubt her worth until recently. Just one more crime he could lay at the feet of Ellen’s deceased husband.

      Jane’s hands were bound tightly together in her lap, and he knew what she wanted to ask before she spoke. “Have you had an opportunity to speak to Ellen yet?”

      “As a matter of fact, I ran into her last night. She’s agreed to join us on our outing tomorrow.”

      Jane’s face lit up. “I’m so pleased. But…” She gave her head a small shake before continuing. “I was so unbearably rude to her during that time, turning her away when she came to visit. I’m still not certain I haven’t ruined our friendship forever.”

      He hated bringing up the past, but his sister needed to know what Ellen’s husband had told her. Jane had been fragile for so long. She seemed to have regained her vigor and positive outlook over the past year, but he still felt the almost overwhelming need to shelter her from any negativity.

      “I need to tell you something, but I don’t want to upset you.”

      Jane sighed. “Did you have to coax her into giving me another chance? I knew it. Of course Ellen would hate me after the way I kept her at a distance.”

      “She doesn’t hate you. But apparently over the past two years…” He had to force himself to continue when he saw the way Jane braced herself for whatever he was about to tell her. He rose from his seat and lowered himself into a crouch next to her chair. “Laughton told her that the two of you had an affair. Understandably, that news hurt Ellen. Not because her husband had betrayed her since she already knew he wasn’t faithful.” Castlefield ran his hand through his hair at his sister’s gasp of outrage. He hated the fact that he had to mention that bastard’s name again in his sister’s presence. “He wielded your friendship with Ellen like a weapon, using you to hurt her. And since you weren’t willing to give him what he wanted, he lied to her.”

      Jane’s face had paled as he spoke, and he braced himself for her reaction. But instead of falling into tears as she would have done when this whole thing with Ellen’s husband had happened, she gave a shaky laugh.

      “Of course he did. It wasn’t enough to try to force himself on me…” She took several deep breaths before she could continue, and he reached out to hold one of her hands. She tightened her grip in silent thanks. “Did you tell her the truth?”

      “No, it isn’t my place to share that with her.” He released her hand and rose. “When you turned her away after she came to call, she took that as confirmation that her husband had been telling the truth. I told her that you weren’t seeing anyone because you’d been placed on bed rest. It is up to you whether you want to share everything that happened. For now it is enough that the two of you take that first step toward healing your friendship.” He smiled as he remembered Ellen’s relief at the news Jane hadn’t betrayed her. “She loves you like a sister, you know. I’m sure it will be good for her to have you back in her life.”

      Jane stood and smiled in
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