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            Chapter One

         
         
            London, August 1844

            Lyon’s Gentlemen’s Club, downstairs

         

         “You know why I’ve come, Lyon.”

         
         “I know you’re wasting your time.” Nicholas Lyon waited, hoping the man would accept his fate and retreat. “My answer hasn’t
            changed.”
         

         
         “Monster.”

         
         The man spat the word under his breath, but Nick heard the whispered curse. He’d been called as much before, and far worse.

         
         “There are advantages to being a monster,” he told his visitor.

         
         Nick had come to think of his villainous reputation as a unique brand of freedom. He did as he pleased, and no matter how
            badly he behaved, no one could ever claim surprise or disappointment.
         

         
         Of course, the gasps of horror and curious stares when strangers caught sight of his mismatched eyes—one green, one blue—and
            the jagged scar bisecting the left half of his face were vexing.
         

         
         Strangers assumed his deeds would match his mien.

         
         But down here in the darkness, in the bowels of the gambling emporium he’d built, his looks weren’t what men feared. They
            feared how much they needed him. They feared his refusal. Yet they still came. Impulse drove gamblers downstairs again and
            again, an endless march of loss-prone noblemen petitioning for cash.
         

         
         In the belly of Lyon’s Gentlemen’s Club, Nick discovered the bliss of being master of his own domain. To exert control, he
            simply replied with an unbending no.
         

         
         Two letters. A single breath. So much power.

         
         Let those he refused think him cruel. Once he made a decision, he never yielded, no matter how much they bellowed.

         
         The aristocrat currently hovering at the front of Nick’s desk looked as if he might combust.

         
         Cheeks flaming a splotchy red, Lord Calvert clenched pudgy bejeweled fingers into fists until his knuckles cracked. He didn’t
            argue or demand, as others did. Instead, he stood in grim silence. Until a noise burst free. A whine that built to a roar,
            like the unholy wail of a dying beast.
         

         
         Nick recognized the sound. He’d felt the same bellow of agony claw its way up his own throat a time or two.

         
         Loss. Disappointment. Devastation.

         
         He understood misery, but his determination didn’t falter. When it came to business, Nick’s instincts rarely failed him.

         
         “A hundred pounds,” the nobleman wheezed, barely able to speak past clenched teeth. “Seventy-five?”

         
         “We aren’t negotiating.”

         
         “You’ve ruined me, Lyon.” Balding head bowed, Calvert sucked in a ragged breath and exhaled as if the effort hurt. “Give me
            a chance to win back what I’ve lost.”
         

         
         “You’ve ruined yourself.” Nick pulled out a drawer, gesturing at the row of neatly arranged documents inside. “I hold an alphabet
            of your vowels. What else could you possibly have to barter?”
         

         
         He didn’t intend for Calvert to answer. Whatever the nobleman offered, he wouldn’t extend more credit.

         
         Here, in an unadorned room next to his private quarters, Nick acquired true wealth. Players called it the Lyon’s Den.

         
         When gamblers needed ready cash, he offered loans at moderate interest with a requirement for collateral. That was where real
            bounty was to be found—in artwork, antiquities, and the unentailed pieces of property that aristocrats wagered and lost. Like
            a pirate hoarding his loot, Nick had assembled a sizable portfolio of assets in five years.
         

         
         He couldn’t say which he relished more. Owning rambling country estates he’d never visit or ruining arrogant noblemen.

         
         “Take this.” Calvert wrenched a ruby ring from his index finger. “No loan. Just pay me what it’s worth.”

         
         Nick never shifted his gaze from the man’s desperate eyes. “I don’t want your baubles.” Who did the nobleman think he was?
            Some pawnbroker from the East End stews?
         

         
         As the viscount’s bloodshot gaze registered a flicker of shock, his demeanor shifted. He stretched tall, settling back on
            his heels. Whiskered chin notched high above drooping jowls, Calvert sneered. “How dare you turn your nose up at my family’s
            history? This ring was given to my ancestor by Queen Elizabeth herself.” Sniffing in that haughty way every aristocrat had
            perfected, he added, “I know where you come from, Lyon. Your own father thought you were a by-blow. What would you know of
            honor and nobility?”
         

         
         “Not a damn thing.” Nick shot the man a tight grin and shrugged off the slight. “I don’t care about your history, or mine.”
            Rising from the chair behind his desk, he faced the viscount, feet planted wide. “In this room, in my club, your title means nothing. And my answer remains the same. No more loans.”
         

         
         “You bloody bastard.”

         
         Nick’s smile stoked Calvert’s anger. The paunchy man lumbered forward as if to strike.

         
         “Anything amiss here, gentlemen?” As usual, Aidan Iverson possessed impeccable timing.

         
         Nick’s business partner and one-quarter owner of Lyon’s pushed the door open and stepped into the room. He stood several heads
            above most men, and when the bulky redhead planted himself next to Calvert, the aristocrat’s bluster withered.
         

         
         “You’re banned.” No one could be allowed to threaten the only possession that truly mattered to Nick.

         
         “May I call you a hansom, my lord?” Iverson’s deep voice was so smooth, his accent so polished, none would guess he’d grown
            up in London’s worst slum.
         

         
         “The matter doesn’t end here, Lyon.” Calvert’s glare narrowed his eyes to menacing slits. “You may hold my vowels, but never
            doubt that I shall find a way to make you pay.”
         

         
         Threats were as plentiful in Nick’s life as the gold coins stacked in Lyon’s vault. Desperate, defeated men like Calvert had
            no power. “No. You won’t.”
         

         
         Nick nudged his chin at Iverson, who stepped forward to guide the nobleman from the room.

         
         When they’d gone, Nick worked to steady his breathing, shaking out the tension in fists he’d clenched during the entire encounter.
            Bastard. By-blow. Those epithets—those lies—had defined him for too long.
         

         
         Not anymore. His bloodline didn’t matter at Lyon’s. What he had, he’d earned. He held the purse strings and managed every
            gilded inch of the club. Proud aristocrats like Calvert who came and lost everything only made him richer.
         

         
         Climbing the hidden staircase that led from his den to a private upper balcony circling the club, Nick swept his gaze around
            Lyon’s glittering marble-faced walls and took in the assembly of black-suited men crowding gaming tables.
         

         
         Tonight, for the first time—perhaps ever—he wanted to stop and appreciate the moment. Not look ahead to where ambition always
            drove him or back on his wretched past. Tonight marked a milestone. Five years since Lyon’s opened its doors. Five years of
            unimagined success.
         

         
         “I packed him off to his townhouse.” Iverson climbed the stairs to join Nick. “Has he truly lost everything you loaned him
            a month ago?”
         

         
         “The club only makes money when members lose theirs.”

         
         “Have a care, Lyon. A man like Calvert could cause trouble. What if he convinces his cronies to withdraw their membership
            or makes claims about dishonest play at Lyon’s?”
         

         
         “Our tables are fair.” Nick had fought and struggled and occasionally told fictions to achieve success, but he insisted that
            Lyon’s run without fakery. The house did take a cut of every bet placed, but that was sensible business practice. One that
            provided healthy dividends for those who’d invested in the enterprise.
         

         
         “Gamblers return no matter how often they lose. Men hope their luck might turn. There’s no need to twist the terms.”

         
         “It needn’t be true if a man like Calvert repeats the claim often enough. He’s the son of a duke.”

         
         “So am I.”

         
         “You’re acknowledging it now?” Iverson shot Nick a bemused glance.

         
         “Every mirror serves as a reminder.” There was no denying his damned black hair and pale blue eye. He was branded with his
            father’s likeness, but Nick rarely shared his history with anyone. Only Iverson knew. Many club members had no notion of his
            parentage. Or the juicier gossip that his father’s jealous delusions had convinced the old man that his second son was a bastard.
            He’d loathed Nick with white-hot malice.
         

         
         “However much you enjoy watching these aristocrats destroy themselves, it doesn’t affect your father.”

         
         “I enjoy filling the club’s coffers. Watching noblemen fritter away their fortunes is secondary.” Only when they were associates
            of his father did Nick take perverse enjoyment in their downfall. “You disagree with my methods?”
         

         
         “I never disagree with fattening the club’s accounts, but I like to turn my eyes toward the future and keep the past behind
            me, where it belongs.”
         

         
         “As do I.” Nick would merrily banish most of his history from memory if he could.

         
         He’d earned his bitterness fairly, but he hated admitting to it. At times he feared everything—all his ambitions, struggles,
            even his victories—led to Talbot Lyon, the late Duke of Tremayne.
         

         
         Iverson approached a cart laden with drinks and delicacies. “Tonight of all nights, let us think more about the club’s prestige
            than its profits.”
         

         
         Iverson was right. He usually was. Like Nick, he’d turned the miserable hand he’d been dealt into unimaginable success. After
            a childhood scrabbling for every farthing, the man had earned a reputation as one of London’s cleverest investors.
         

         
         “Neither of you need fret.” Rhys Forester, Marquess of Huntley, bounded up the stairs and beelined for the drinks cart, completing
            the trio of Lyon’s Club owners. “Our books are flush. As Nick well knows, since his nose is never out of them.” He gestured
            with a dismissive wave toward the pile of ledgers Nick had been working on earlier. “Good God, man, do you never cease working?”
         

         
         “I discovered a miscalculation and needed to track down the error.” Nick loathed grit in the seamless workings of the life
            he’d constructed. His business matters were carefully regimented. Pleasures, when he sought them, were discreetly arranged.
            The club ran like clockwork because he took care with every decision and detail.
         

         
         “Hire someone to keep the books.” Huntley frowned and shoved a hand through his already hopelessly mussed blond hair. “Save
            your energies for other pursuits,” he insisted with a suggestive smirk.
         

         
         “And let someone else have all the fun?” Nick wouldn’t forfeit control of the club’s finances. He didn’t dole out faith in
            others freely. “Besides, I like numbers. I trust them. They’re uncomplicated and reliable.” And they never gave a damn if
            he looked or behaved like a beast.
         

         
         “Suit yourself.” Huntley’s carefree expression turned mischievous. “I prefer music hall dancers and midnight soirees. And
            you’re in luck, gentlemen, because this evening I’ve arranged for us to partake of both.” He scooped up a glass of champagne,
            downed a bit, and raised the half-empty glass. “First a toast. Take some champagne.”
         

         
         Iverson crooked one auburn brow and claimed a glass of sparkling wine. “I’ve never liked this stuff. It’s too bubbly.”

         
         Huntley scoffed. “You could use a bit of effervescence in your life. You too, Lyon. You’ve both grown insufferably stodgy
            over the years.”
         

         
         “Because we don’t dangle from chandeliers like madmen?”

         
         “I fell from the chandelier, as you both well know. Personally, I blame the absinthe.” Huntley tipped back his glass and drained
            its fizzy contents. “Besides, I paid my price. I was abed for weeks nursing my injuries.”
         

         
         “Doesn’t seem to have slowed you down.” Nick spent more time scanning The Times for news about commerce than attending to London’s gossip mill, but Huntley was on the tongue of every scandalmonger in town.
            Every story confirmed what Nick knew of Huntley’s recklessness.
         

         
         “Where a man has a sturdy will, there’s always a way.” Huntley lifted a fresh glass of champagne. “Now a toast, to two of
            the most willful bastards I’ve ever known.”
         

         
         Nick grinned at the men who, despite his vow never to trust anyone, had managed to become his friends.

         
         He didn’t like to think on his days of picking pockets and scrounging for coin to provide shelter each night. Somehow, he’d
            managed to befriend the two men in London who didn’t care. Iverson understood deprivation, and Huntley judged others by their
            character, rather than the color of their blood.
         

         
         “To many more years of success.” He raised his glass high and Iverson and Huntley followed suit.

         
         “What shall we do next?” Huntley’s question was precisely the one Nick wished to address.

         
         “More,” he said with a grin. “A larger club. Perhaps a new enterprise. What do you think of a luxury hotel in the heart of
            London?”
         

         
         “You’re thinking too small.” Iverson leaned in, a glint in his eye. “You mustn’t be afraid to dream a little bigger.”

         
         “Bridges? Steamships?” With great effort, Nick managed not to roll his eyes. “You’re going to try to lure me into backing
            one of your industrial projects.”
         

         
         “The future belongs to creators, my friend.” Iverson’s voice deepened an octave and he began gesticulating as he warmed to
            the topic. “Not just any bridge. The longest bridge ever built in England. Not another steamship. The fastest to ever cross
            the Atlantic.”
         

         
         “How does one earn a profit from a bridge?” Unlike Nick, Huntley fully claimed his aristocratic heritage, but his father’s
            dukedom was land rich and cash poor. He’d acquired his wealth through clever investment, much of it guided by Iverson.
         

         
         “Trust me. There’s money to be made.” Iverson tipped back the remaining champagne in his glass and winced. “Though one could
            also argue for the legacy a man wishes to leave behind over a profit he can’t enjoy in a single lifetime.”
         

         
         “You mean they’d name a steamship after me?” Huntley’s dark eyes lit with interest. “I rather like that notion.”

         
         Iverson chuckled. Nick laughed too, amusement and pride fizzing inside him like the bubbling wine he’d just downed. He’d achieved
            a milestone that had nothing to do with his name or his father’s legacy.
         

         
         He pushed away the gnawing hunger that persisted underneath the joy. The constant craving for more. More wealth. More power.

         
         A shout echoed up from the gaming floor below. Not the usual exclamation after a win or defeat. A man’s voice, high-pitched
            and angry. A moment later footfalls thundered up the stairs.
         

         
         “We have a problem, boss,” Spencer, the club’s factotum, called to Nick as he reached the upper balcony. His bulk caused his
            every step to reverberate with a resounding thud.
         

         
         “Who?” Nick shed his tailcoat, approached the balcony’s edge, and folded the garment over the balustrade.

         
         Between them, he and Spencer had developed code words, euphemisms for those vexations that arose now and then in the running
            of a gentlemen’s club. A problem meant a member had lost control, whether from drunken excess or the madness that came on when luck frowned again.
         

         
         Together they’d always dealt with dilemmas quietly, with delicacy. Men might admit to ruination in Nick’s private den, but
            aristocrats guarded their reputation among other members. A nobleman’s good name was every bit as valuable a currency as coin.
         

         
         “A visitor insists on speaking to you, sir.” Before Spencer could say more, another shout echoed from the gaming floor. “He’s
            not a member.”
         

         
         “Then tell him to call at another time.” Before Calvert, Nick had been petitioned by three other gentlemen seeking funds.
            He’d had enough for one evening, and he’d promised to join Iverson and Huntley to celebrate the club’s anniversary.
         

         
         “Two of my men have him restrained, but I suspect you’ll wish to see him.” Despite how his polished accent lent every syllable
            elegance, Spencer never wasted words.
         

         
         “Why?”

         
         “Sir.” Spencer hesitated. “He says he’s come about your father—”

         
         “My father is dead.”

         
         “About your father’s estate, Mr. Lyon.”

         
         Nick’s eyesight blurred. He heard his breath, rapid and wheezing in his chest like a rusty squeezebox.

         
         He hadn’t thought of the estate in years. He did everything in his power to never think on the blighted place.

         
         “He insists on seeing you, sir,” Spencer continued. “Says his name is Granville.”

         
         Nick’s head shot up. He knew that name. A crony of his father’s who’d become a mentor to Nick’s older brother.

         
         “Sir Malcolm Granville?” Huntley asked. “I went to school with his son. Shall I go and speak to him?”

         
         Nick’s throat filled with bile, and he didn’t protest when Iverson nodded at Huntley, who headed downstairs to deal with their
            belligerent visitor.
         

         
         “Do you think Granville’s come to say your brother is after money again?” Iverson asked quietly.

         
         “He won’t find any here.” Nick swigged down another glass of bubbly wine to clear the bitter taste in his throat. “Knowing
            Eustace, he could spend more in one evening than most of the men downstairs wager in a week.”
         

         
         In the sixteen years since his older brother had inherited the dukedom, he’d spent enough to nearly empty the ducal coffers.
            Nick wanted nothing to do his wastrel brother or the bloody estate that was the Tremayne legacy.
         

         
         A few minutes later, Huntley returned and approached the cart of drinks, just as he had when he’d first arrived. His expression
            was the same mask of jovial nonchalance he always wore, but for the telltale tightness in his jaw.
         

         
         “What did he say, Huntley?” Nick dreaded the answer. Any news of his brother wouldn’t be good.

         
         “He said two letters were sent from your brother’s solicitor with no response from you.”

         
         Nick drew in a sharp breath and let it out slowly, trying to temper his agitation. “I no longer bother with opening any correspondence
            from him. Is that all he wanted? To complain on Eustace’s behalf that I haven’t opened my post?”
         

         
         Huntley shoved a shaky hand through his hair. “I’m sorry, Nick. Recall that I’m only the messenger, will you?”

         
         Every muscle in Nick’s body tensed. “Go on.”

         
         When Huntley merely swallowed hard and stood gaping at them, Iverson stepped forward.

         
         “What is it, man? Just tell us.”

         
         Nick saw Huntley’s shoulders sag and his lips begin to move. Far off, he could hear the man’s voice, but it took long minutes
            for the words to register. For the horror of it to sink in—the past he loathed had come back with a vengeance.
         

         
         “Your brother, Eustace, is dead. As of a week ago, you’re the Duke of Tremayne.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         Mina Thorne held the letter in her hand so tightly, the foolscap began to crumple. She’d been gripping the envelope for half
            an hour, unable to let it go, because everything else she cared about seemed to be slipping away.
         

         
         In three days’ time, she might lose her position. Her home. Friends at Enderley Castle who’d become as dear as family.

         
         Concealing the letter and her trembling hands below the level of her desk was easy enough. Willing away the flutter in her
            stomach was proving harder, but Mina had become rather good at pretending.
         

         
         Over the years she’d mastered half smiles, grown proficient at blank expressions, and she would’ve earned high marks in tongue
            biting if anyone was offering a grade.
         

         
         Her father taught her that others’ opinions mattered. Along with mathematics and estate management, lessons in good manners
            were the ones he repeated most.
         

         
         She’d striven for propriety, always eager to please him.

         
         But inside, in a secret place, rooted so deep as to never be wholly weeded out, she hid a terrible truth. Every single day
            she yearned to buck the ladylike nature to which she’d been taught to aspire.
         

         
         Impulsive, Papa had called her, and that was true. She had a tendency to throw herself headlong—into work, problems, and emotions
            she had no business feeling.
         

         
         For five and twenty years she’d done her best to act as if wearing a corset and skirt pleased her as much as a practical shirt
            and comfortable trousers. Even as a child, what her father expected of her never quite fit who she truly was inside. There
            wasn’t a day she wouldn’t have thrown over her flawless porcelain-faced doll for a gallop across the Sussex downs on one of
            the ponies in Enderley’s stable.
         

         
         When her father died two years past, she’d acted as if picking up his duties wasn’t terrifying and overwhelming and not at
            all the path she’d imagined her life would take.
         

         
         But doing what one must, getting on with one’s duties, was what he taught her. Never let your struggles be known, he’d often say.
         

         
         As a child, Mina had endlessly failed to live up to his expectations. Whether her cheeks flamed, or her voice wobbled, or
            her tongue tripped over words, hiding her feelings had been a constant struggle.
         

         
         But she kept on trying to be ladylike. To speak gently. To mask her feelings.

         
         This morning those skills were being put to the test. She needed to convince her uninvited visitors that nothing was amiss.
            Though, truth was, she dreaded the pending arrival of the new Duke of Tremayne.
         

         
         As soon as Mina spotted the letter from Nicholas Lyon’s solicitor, she couldn’t shake the sense of foreboding that nothing
            would ever be solid or steady again. She hoped he’d be different than his father and brother. The list of what required repair
            and refurbishing at the estate grew each year, and Mina longed to see the estate improved. But it was a goal the previous
            duke had not shared. His preference had been to spend as little time as possible at Enderley.
         

         
         Pressing a palm to her middle, she willed her stomach to settle.

         
         “What a drastic change the new duke’s arrival will bring for your circumstances, Miss Thorne. We sympathize, of course.” Vicar
            Pribble led the trio who’d come to call shortly after sunrise, hoping to discover all they could about the new duke and demanding
            to know when he’d finally deign to show his face at Enderley.
         

         
         They were the unofficial leaders of Barrowmere village—the eldest farmer, the magistrate, and the resident man of God.

         
         “How could we not pity you?” the vicar went on. “A motherless, fatherless girl, without a single prospect ahead of her?”

         
         Good grief. Mina would be sure to never seek out the vicar for encouragement when she was feeling downtrodden.

         
         “We wish to see you living your life as a young woman should,” Magistrate Hardbrook barked in his usual gruff manner.

         
         “And how should I live, gentlemen?” She almost managed to keep any trace of irritation from her tone.
         

         
         “As a wife. A mother.” Farmer Thurston drew the words out slowly, as if she must be addlepated to even ask such a question.

         
         “I’m afraid that will not be my fate.” She drew in a sharp breath, filling her lungs to say more. Retorts surged up and died.
            She could tie a bow with the knot of yearnings she’d pushed aside.
         

         
         Of course she wanted to be a wife and mother, to share her life with someone who’d give her loyalty and love. A man to whom
            she could entrust her heart. But she’d tripped down that road before and ended facedown in a puddle, figuratively speaking.
            She was done chasing a fairy-tale ending that would never come.
         

         
         “My father prepared me for this work, and I shall do my duties as long as I’m able.”

         
         “Or until the new master dismisses you.” The vicar spoke bluntly, but he tempered his words with a furrowed brow and sad gaze.
            “You must anticipate that he will wish to choose his own steward. One who’s—”
         

         
         “Not a woman?”

         
         “It is unusual, Miss Thorne. That you must allow.”

         
         “I woke up on the morning of Father’s passing”—her throat ached at mention of that hideous day—“and did what needed to be
            done.” Everyone at Enderley had looked to him for guidance, and when he’d gone, they’d looked to her. “I couldn’t leave his
            role empty. The work needed doing, so I did it.”
         

         
         “Still isn’t right or proper,” Hardbrook grumbled.

         
         Mina stood and stepped out from behind her desk. Between the three seated men and stacks of account ledgers and estate documents,
            there wasn’t much room. But squeezing close to a bookcase was preferable to enduring the scrutiny of her visitors’ disapproving
            gazes. She ran a finger along the shelf where she maintained a collection of items she’d gathered from around Enderley—a shard
            of colored glass from the original castle’s windows, a bit of polished flint, a Tudor coin dug up near the estate’s old tower.
         

         
         Staring at the items eased her nerves. Nicholas Lyon might be inheriting every inch of the place, but he hadn’t visited in
            years. She could help him understand Enderley, if he let her.
         

         
         After drawing in a deep breath, she turned to face her visitors once more.

         
         “Gentlemen, this isn’t a matter of propriety but of necessity. The previous duke did not concern himself with Enderley, and
            the estate required management while the ‘absent duke’ chose to ignore it.”
         

         
         “You did your duty well, Miss Thorne. I’m sure your father would be proud. But it’s been two years,” Robert Thurston spoke.
            “Couldn’t you have found a new steward in all that time?”
         

         
         “Not a suitable one.”

         
         There’d been a young solicitor who recited the law as if it had been tattooed on his eyelids, but he’d known nothing of animals
            and jumped in fright when she’d taken him on a tour of the stables. Another young buck had gone cross-eyed when she showed
            him the pile of estate ledger books. A third had stared so intently at her bosom, she’d cut off the interview before asking
            the ogler a single question.
         

         
         Beyond their individual faults, no applicant had possessed one essential qualification. They didn’t know Enderley and Barrowmere
            village. They didn’t care for the inhabitants. Mina had lived in this quiet corner of England her whole life and been raised
            on the estate. Her cousin, Colin, lived nearby, and he was her only family now.
         

         
         The villagers and staff were all she had left. They needed her, and she couldn’t imagine any other steward appreciating Enderley
            Castle and its needs as her father had. As she’d been taught to do.
         

         
         Mina fixed her gaze on two paintings on the wall of his office. One was of her mother, a woman of gossamer delicacy with pale
            blue eyes, dewy skin, and hair like rays of sunlight. The other was of a stag. A work by Landseer, her father once told her.
            A print of a famous painting by one of Queen Victoria’s favorite artists.
         

         
         The stag wasn’t particularly pretty, but he had a fierceness in his eye, determination in his stance. He knew where he belonged.
            He knew his purpose in the world.
         

         
         Mina yearned to possess fairy-tale beauty like the mother she’d never known instead of her father’s dark hair and muddy-brown
            eyes. But, little by little, she’d begun to accept that she was more like the stag. A creature of the land she’d been born
            to, ready to fight, if necessary, to protect every acre.
         

         
         “Gentlemen, shall we return to the reason for your call this morning?”

         
         The three men glanced at each other as if trying to remind themselves of just what their purpose had been.

         
         “The new Duke of Tremayne,” she said, ignoring how her stomach dived at mention of the man. Before she could explain that
            his arrival was imminent, Pribble cut her off.
         

         
         “Indeed.” Vicar Pribble leaned forward, his voice pitching higher. “Why hasn’t he come to Enderley yet?”

         
         It was a question oft repeated by the house’s staff and every villager Mina encountered. Where’s the duke?

         
         “The old duke died months ago. The new duke didn’t even see fit to attend his brother’s funeral.” Hardbrook shook his balding
            head in disgust. “This cannot stand.”
         

         
         Mina clenched her teeth and did her best to quell the glare she wanted to shoot in Hardbrook’s direction. He was a perennial
            troublemaker. A first-class grumbler. She had no idea how her father had borne his complaints with such long-suffering patience.
         

         
         Mina hadn’t inherited that virtue.

         
         “We must get the remainder of the harvesting completed and there’s not the men to do it.” Farmer Thurston always spoke of
            practical matters, keeping his eye on the estate’s bottom line. Her father had appreciated that about the old man.
         

         
         “I expect the new duke to take matters in hand.” Hardbrook nodded, heartily offering support for his own pronouncement.

         
         Mina wasn’t so certain.

         
         The previous duke had been dead for three months, and the only contact she’d had with the new one was through his solicitor.
            The man seemed as disinterested in the duties and dilemmas of the estate as his brother had.
         

         
         Until this morning.

         
         A letter had awaited her in the center of her desk blotter. Not another demand like the others that had come from his solicitor,
            asking that she produce inventories of the silver, antiquities, and art at Enderley. This morning’s letter contained a pronouncement.
            Seven simple words that nearly made her toss her breakfast.
         

         
         
            The Duke of Tremayne arrives on Friday.

         

         “What we need is a bit of the firm hand of the father,” Hardbrook insisted. “The old duke was a strong man.”

         
         “He was cruel.” Mina failed to stifle the comment before it slipped out.

         
         Hardbrook sniffed and shifted his gaze, no longer able to stare at her with his usual boldness. “Daresay he wouldn’t stand for a lady steward.”
         

         
         And there it was again. On Friday, all she’d worked for would be lost.

         
         Hardbrook was right. The new duke would probably dismiss her, not simply because she was a woman, but because in all her interactions
            with the man’s solicitor, she’d failed to mention the fact.
         

         
         She’d not planned some master deception. But when the time had come to tell the truth, she’d kept mum.

         
         “You wish to know when the duke will come, gentlemen? He arrives in three days.” The words escaped. She’d been holding them
            in all morning. The plan had been to tell the household staff first. But the village leadership trio had arrived too early.
         

         
         “Well, that’s excellent news!” Vicar Pribble found a reason to smile.

         
         Mina’s stomach lurched.

         
         What would Nicholas Lyon do at Enderley? A man who had a life and a business to attend to in London? Eustace, the previous
            duke, had preferred London too. But he’d spent his days there in drunken revelry while his brother built his own wealth.
         

         
         Hardbrook leaned forward, planting a fist on Mina’s desktop. “I have a bone or twenty to pick with the next Tremayne.”

         
         “The queue is a long one.” He’d need to get in line behind tenants, creditors, and villagers who’d waited years for a reasonable
            man to take the helm of the dukedom. Mina had patched and problem-solved where she could, but nothing compared to a competent
            lord and master to do his duty by his tenants.
         

         
         “What will you do, Miss Thorne?” Pribble’s voice softened.
         

         
         “I will assist the new duke.”

         
         “And if he sacks you?” Hardbrook’s forehead buckled, as if he might actually care about her fate, despite his gruff demeanor.

         
         “There are other posts.” Not that she could truly imagine herself anywhere else, doing anything else. But she’d tried. Her
            gaze lit on a square of newsprint at the corner of her desk.
         

         
         “A position as governess?” Pribble tipped his head to examine the advert she’d cut from a newspaper.

         
         The doubt written in a dozen creased lines across his face matched Mina’s own. She’d never had lessons in decorum or music
            or painting pretty watercolors. Her only hope was to find a family who wished for their offspring to learn household management,
            animal husbandry, and how to balance sums.
         

         
         “What about marriage?” Hardbrook asked, latching his beefy hands around the lapels of his frock coat.

         
         Mina tried to conceal a shiver. Young women married old men all the time, but she couldn’t fathom such a fate.

         
         A low rumble, like approaching thunder, echoed in the room as Hardbrook shook with the power of his own guffaw. “Have no fear,
            girl. I did not mean for you to wed me. I’m offering you my son. He’s a good lad. Not too daft. Not too daring. He’ll be a
            steady sort you can rely on.”
         

         
         “Your boy is sixteen, Mr. Hardbrook. Friendly, to be sure, but not a marital prospect, even if I were seeking one.”

         
         “Give him a few years, and he’ll be a fine young man.”

         
         “In a few years, I’ll be older too, Mr. Hardbrook, and even more of a spinster.”

         
         The three men shifted in their chairs, as if the old worn cushions were as uncomfortable as their attempts to talk sense into
            an unnatural woman.
         

         
         When Emma rushed into the room, she saved them all from further misery.

         
         The young maid bobbed a curtsy before turning her panicked gaze on Mina. “You’re needed, miss. Tobias says you’re to come
            to the stable as soon as you’re able.”
         

         
         Mina stood and instantly breathed easier. Work. Problems. That was what she knew. Much simpler than juggling the expectations
            of grumpy old men.
         

         
         “Gentlemen, if you’ll excuse me.”

         
         Hardbrook, Thurston, and Vicar Pribble stood too.

         
         “When the duke arrives, I’ll inform him of your visit.” Hardbrook opened his mouth as if he’d add another grumble, so Mina
            added, “And let him know you wish to speak to him.”
         

         
         Mina understood the villagers’ concerns all too well. In her desk, she kept a running list of what needed to be done and for
            whom, and all of it required funds that the estate had long stopped producing.
         

         
         “Thank you, Em,” Mina told the maid after the men had gone. “I thought they’d never leave.”

         
         The girl grinned. “If I’d known I would have come in sooner. But I meant what I said. You must come quick. Tobias needs you.”

         
         Fear chased goose pebbles across Mina’s skin. “What is it? Is someone injured?”

         
         “Not unless you count a few scratches.” Emma smiled again. “It’s Lady Millicent. She’s up a tree and clawed Tobias when he
            tried to get her down.”
         

         
         The barn cat. Fat and furry and feisty as a mongoose. Especially now that she was in a delicate way.

         
         “Where is she?”

         
         “Up the tall oak at the edge of the copse. He’s gone out twice and she’s put him off. The poor thing can’t jump down in the
            state she’s in.” Emma wore a fretful frown. “How will you get her, miss? Tobias is bleeding something fierce.”
         

         
         “She just needs a bit of patience.” The stable master was an enormous man of good humor, but his brusque style didn’t help
            when a bit of delicacy was needed.
         

         
         Mina glanced toward the doorway to make sure none of the other servants were in view, quickly unfastened her belt and skirt,
            and slipped the fabric down her trouser-clad legs.
         

         
         Emma, who was used to Mina’s preferred fashion, didn’t blink an eye. In fact, she lifted her arms to take the skirt. “I’ll
            put it away for you.”
         

         
         “Thanks, Em.” Mina squared her shoulders and started toward the stable yard. She thought of Milly and of retrieving the ladder
            they kept in the kitchen. The awkward meeting with the village elders began to fade from her mind.
         

         
         Solving Enderley’s problems was where she excelled. It was her purpose, at least for a little while longer.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Three

         
         “Stop!” Nick banged the wall of the carriage hard with the flat of his hand before the coachman heard his shout over the rattle
            of the traces.
         

         
         Admittedly, it was an odd place to ask the driver to stop. A mile, maybe two, from their destination. But he’d had enough.

         
         Enough of being trapped in the dark, cramped space. Enough of being jostled on unforgiving squabs as the coach navigated Sussex’s
            rutted country roads. Enough of the agonizing wait to be delivered to the hellish place he would have been content to never
            see again.
         

         
         The closer they drew to Enderley, the more determined he became not to arrive confined within the walls of a carriage. Whatever
            demons of his past lay ahead, he’d damn well face them on his own two feet.
         

         
         “Here, my lord?” the coachman shouted.

         
         “Here.” Nick jumped out before the driver could climb down. “Deliver my luggage to the estate. Someone will take the bags
            when you arrive.”
         

         
         At least, he hoped the staff would do their duty. He suspected some would dread his arrival. The longtime staff who’d served
            his father would recall him as nothing more than the duke’s despised second son.
         

         
         Now he’d proved himself negligent by ignoring his inheritance for months. His early arrival would earn him ire too, by upending
            the daily routine of Enderley’s staff. But it would be nothing to how much they’d soon come to loathe him.
         

         
         He hoped his plan would take no longer than a fortnight. A neat entry and exit. Clear out the furnishings, see to a thorough
            cleaning, and dismiss some of the staff so that a future tenant could hire whom he wished. Nick had asked his solicitor to
            look into every possible means of abdicating a dukedom or breaking an entail. All to no avail. With no means of achieving
            either prospect, he’d settled on what was possible—putting the estate in a trust and leasing the property in the meantime.
         

         
         The carriage rolled on toward Enderley, and Nick yanked up the collar of his overcoat against a brisk wind. The air carried
            a bone-chilling bite and the salty tang of the sea. He drew in a deep breath, savoring the scent.
         

         
         Shock jolted through him. He hadn’t expected to find anything about Sussex appealing.

         
         Even now, he glanced over his shoulder, pondering the fork in the road. Behind him lay London and Lyon’s and the life he’d
            made for himself. Ahead lay only pain. All the ugliness of his past and all of the fresh misery he was about to inflict.
         

         
         He started forward, abandoning the muck of the road and trudging through tall field grass in a straight path toward the estate.
            With every step, his chest tightened a bit more, as if he was being slowly flattened beneath a millstone. Steeling himself,
            he ignored the pain. This place had tried to kill him once and failed. It wouldn’t break him now. He wasn’t a child anymore.
         

         
         Lord help him, he was the bloody Duke of Tremayne.

         
         By the time the battlements of Enderley’s towers came into view, he looked more like a muddy marauder. If not for a letter
            from the estate steward, Thomas Thorne, tucked in his waistcoat pocket, he doubted few would believe he was heir to any estate.
            Unless some of the old staff remained and recognized him.
         

         
         He was looking forward to facing down every single one of them who’d abetted his father’s villainy.

         
         As he started up the carriage drive, the lane turned drier, coated with pebbles that crunched under his boots. There were
            so many damn windows in the house, all glinting proudly in the sunlight. The entire house glowed, its gray bricks lit by the
            steady gleam of the November sun.
         

         
         He could almost convince himself the sunny-faced facade wasn’t Enderley’s at all.

         
         Every memory he possessed of the place was shrouded in murk and gloom. And always with one blot of darkness that colored every
            recollection. The old ruined tower. The structure still stood, more decrepit but still menacing, at the house’s western edge.
         

         
         He cast his gaze ahead as he strode toward the house, refusing to give the vile old tower his attention. Instead, he focused
            on the cluttered front steps.
         

         
         The coachman had arrived, departed, and left his luggage lying in an unceremonious heap at the front doors.

         
         Bloody hell.

         
         “What brings you to Enderley, sir?” A gruff voice sounded at Nick’s back, and a figure cast a giant’s shadow across the path
            at his feet.
         

         
         “Duty.” Nick turned to find an individual as large as his silhouette. A tall, broad, bearded beast of a man who was too young
            to have been in service when Nick was a child. A groundskeeper, Nick guessed, or perhaps the stable master. “And you are?”
         

         
         “Tobias, sir. I tend the horses and carriages at Enderley.” The man scrutinized him from his rumpled clothes to his dirt-smeared
            boots. “Who are you seeking?”
         

         
         “Wilder.” The name came unbidden. “Is he still in service?” He was old and gray-haired in Nick’s memories. He’d be ancient
            now.
         

         
         “Who may I say’s come to call?”

         
         “Nicholas Lyon.” He still couldn’t bring himself to use his blasted title aloud. He didn’t know if he’d ever be able to embrace
            that inheritance.
         

         
         “Lyon? Heavens, you’re the man himself.” Tobias scraped his cap from his head and offered Nick a stiff bow. “Forgive me, Your
            Grace.”
         

         
         “Is he still alive?” Nick asked, brushing off the man’s obsequiousness.

         
         “He is. Shall I take you to him?”

         
         “I’ll find him.” Nick nodded at Tobias before starting toward the front door. The stable master noticed his bags and heaved
            a trunk onto his massive shoulders.
         

         
         Inside the entry hall, the house was eerily quiet, but Nick heard sounds belowstairs.

         
         He descended to find a busy staff, everyone occupied at cleaning some part of the enormous, high-ceilinged kitchen. One girl
            stood atop a rickety lean-to ladder, swiping at invisible dust on the ceiling. Another had her head buried inside a great
            blackened oven. A young man swept so fiercely, bits of twig flew up to join a cloud of dust above his head.
         

         
         “And who might you be, then?” A familiar voice, roughened by the passing of time, called from the kitchen corner. “If you’re
            one of those men coming around to politic or sell your wares, you’ll have to talk to the steward.”
         

         
         “Scribb, isn’t it?” The moment Nick turned to face her, the old woman feinted back. Her face drained of blood, except for
            two crimson stains high on her cheeks.
         

         
         “Mercy, take me.” The housekeeper gaped at him.

         
         Nick wasn’t sure if she recognized him or was reacting as others did to his eyes and scarred face.

         
         “We didn’t expect you today, Your Grace.”

         
         “But here I am. Don’t let me disturb your work.” The anger Nick expected to feel for whatever part she’d played in assisting
            his father’s machinations didn’t come. Now he saw only that she was an old woman, one who’d had the grit to stay in this godforsaken
            place after he’d gone. “I came down to find Mr. Wilder.”
         

         
         She pointed, and Nick noticed that her hands were shaking.

         
         He didn’t have to go far in the direction she indicated. The shuffle of footsteps sounded from inside the butler’s pantry
            and Wilder emerged, his gray hair now snow white.
         

         
         “Master Nicholas.” Rather than bow as the others had, he came forward and stood stiffly, his hands behind him. “You’ve come
            back.”
         

         
         There was a question in the old man’s gravelly voice. Nick was still wondering too. Why had he returned? “If there was any
            other way, I would have taken it.”
         

         
         “You must be tired after your journey.” Mrs. Scribb moved like an agitated bird, fluttering in his periphery. “We’ll see to
            your bags and finish preparing the ducal suite for you, Your Grace.”
         

         
         “No.” Nick’s bark was loud enough to make the old woman jump. “Prepare a guest chamber for me.” The notion of setting foot
            in any room used by his father or brother turned his stomach.
         

         
         After exchanging confused glances, all the other servants filed out of the kitchen.

         
         “There will be much to do.” Wilder remained in his stolid butler stance. Chest puffed out. Eyes straight ahead. The stiffness
            of his posture didn’t match the emotion in his voice. “You may rely on me, Your Grace, as long as I am able to serve you.”
         

         
         “I know that much.” For the briefest moment, Nick considered what job he might offer the old man at Lyon’s, and then immediately
            rejected the notion. What Wilder deserved for his long years of service was a nice cottage in the country. A bit of rest in
            his dotage. He would reward the man in that small way, at least. “You may start by never calling me Your Grace again. Of all the staff, you must understand how I loathe those words.”
         

         
         Wilder responded with one dip of his square chin. “But you are Tremayne now. Others will call you such.”

         
         “And my father would rise from the grave to stop them if he could.”

         
         “But he cannot.” The old man’s eyes flicked to his. “He is powerless now.”

         
         Powerless. The word loosened some of the tension that had ridden his shoulders since he’d left London.
         

         
         “I suppose this is his worst nightmare.” A little grin pulled the edges of Nick’s mouth upward. “I survived him and the heir
            he groomed for the dukedom.”
         

         
         “And you’re here at Enderley.” Wilder spoke softly, tentatively, like one attempting to gentle a dangerous beast.

         
         “Direct me to Thorne.” Nick cleared his throat to shed the gruffness from his tone. “There’s much to do, and I want to make
            a start.”
         

         
         “You were not expected until tomorrow.”

         
         “I presume the estate steward does his job every day. Now where is he?”

         
         “Sir—”

         
         “Just direct me to him, Wilder.”

         
         The butler pointed toward the kitchen’s service door, where milk and food were delivered. The door exited onto a yard that
            contained all of the work buildings on the estate—the granary, bake house, and stables.
         

         
         “Out back, sir. Most likely in the stables.”

         
         Nick wasn’t sure why the steward would be wasting time in the stables, but it wasn’t nearly as important as getting out into
            the fresh air. He yanked open the kitchen door and immediately breathed easier. Even a few minutes in the house felt tight
            and confining.
         

         
         On the threshold, something held him back. A task left undone for decades.

         
         “Wilder? There’s a great deal I don’t remember. Much I’ve forced myself to forget.” He should face the man, but he couldn’t.
            The memories would come back too sharply. “If I didn’t say it then, I owe it to you now.”
         

         
         A hand. A key. Bursting through the door. Running for his life. He couldn’t hold them back. Memories washed over him, a flood
            of vivid images.
         

         
         “Thank you. The sentiment is long overdue.”

         
          

         “Where is she?” Mina stood with a hand on each hip, narrowing one eye at Gleason, the senior stable hand. The man usually
            did his job well, but he tended to attack trouble with a maul, never considering that a less blunt tool might do the job.
         

         
         “The copse,” he said churlishly, swiping at an ugly bleeding scratch on his chin. “Quite a ways up the tallest oak. Tobias
            sent me out and I couldn’t get her either.”
         

         
         “And how did she get up there?”

         
         Gleason cast Mina a beseeching look. “The wee devil was into the feed bags, miss. Shooed her off. A bit o’ shouting. Flapping
            me arms. Didn’t mean the Ole Scratch any harm.”
         

         
         “She’s not the devil, Henry. She’s a cat, and she needs to eat now more than ever.”

         
         “I’ll go and try again.” He started for a roughhewn ladder they used to reach the storage level of the barn. It was a rickety
            old thing, and Mina doubted it would ever hold his weight.
         

         
         “You’ll only make it worse. I’ll go. Give me the ladder.”

         
         “Let me carry that for you, miss.” Gleason viewed her as Hardbrook did. A feminine flower to be protected and treated with
            delicacy. “It’s not work for a lady.”
         

         
         “I’m not a lady, and I don’t need help. Surely you have enough to keep you busy before the new duke arrives.”

         
         “Will he be as rotten as the last two?” Gleason called as she started out of the stable yard.

         
         “There’s every reason to think he’ll be worse.” Mina turned back to face the young man. “But if we show him we can be relied
            upon to run Enderley efficiently, perhaps he’ll spend as much time in London as his brother did.”
         

         
         “Leaves a good deal on your shoulders,” Gleason retorted.

         
         Mina lifted the ladder and hefted a rung over her shoulder before starting off toward the tree line.

         
         She knew Gleason meant well, but she bristled at the implication she was too fragile to be a proper steward. She hadn’t chosen
            her post, but she couldn’t imagine giving it up. If she could gain the trust of the new Duke of Tremayne, Mina prayed she
            wouldn’t have to.
         

         
         Near the rise where oak trees stood, she stopped for a moment and took in the view. She’d never been to London, never set
            foot out of Sussex in her entire life. But she doubted she’d ever see anything as stunning as the way Barrowmere’s ribbons
            of fields stretched out to meet the horizon.
         

         
         She heard Milly mewing miserably from a high branch. A summer ago, the feline was a fleet-footed hellion. Now her belly swelled
            with kittens that Mina had expected to arrive last week.
         

         
         “I’m coming for you, Millicent. Don’t do anything daring.” Mina braced the ladder against the trunk and started up the first
            rung. The wood and rusted nails protested, but she continued up. “Did you have to go quite so far?”
         

         
         Milly’s meow grew less desperate. A bit high-pitched, almost defensive.

         
         “I suppose Tobias and Gleason can be fearsome when they shout.”

         
         The cat was so high, Mina realized she’d need to abandon the ladder and scramble up a few of the branches. They were low,
            not as thick as those higher up, and she prayed they’d hold.
         

         
         “If we both come out of this unscathed”—she gritted her teeth and heaved up, wrapping an arm around a branch—“I want a promise
            that you’ll never do this again.”
         

         
         Millicent responded with a slow blink.

         
         “And that you won’t teach your babies this trick either.” She pushed up toward a higher branch and crooked a knee against
            the one below to keep steady while she reached for the cat. “When I grab you, it’s to help. I mean you no harm.”
         

         
         The cat was already shifting in a less than helpful direction, retreating an inch on her branch. Below Mina, the ladder clattered
            to the ground, and Milly’s eyes bulged before she scooted back another inch.
         

         
         “You’re not going to make this easy, are you?”

         
         The cat narrowed her eyes to little jeweled slits, but her swishing tail announced how irritated she’d become.

         
         Mina reached out and just brushed the scruff of the cat’s neck. “Got you, girl.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Four

         
         The place was so bloody vast. In London, a square mile cost a small fortune. Here in Sussex, a hundred acres could be gobbled
            up by the railway and few would raise a brow.
         

         
         Where would a steward hide on Enderley’s endless acres? The man wasn’t in the stables, and the two irritable servants Nick
            encountered there directed him toward a clump of trees on the highest patch of ground on the estate.
         

         
         Oaks and maples heavy with autumn leaves—gold and orange and patches of crimson—made a spectacle at the top of the hill. The
            sound floating down from the rise wasn’t nearly as appealing. A growl carried on the breeze, like the warning cry a tomcat
            offered before scratching your eyes out.
         

         
         Nick detected a woman’s voice too. A gentle, cajoling murmur. Almost seductive. “Come closer, darling. Stop being such a stubborn
            creature.”
         

         
         A jolt of awareness rippled across his skin. He couldn’t recall the last time a lover had spoken to him in such an arousing
            purr. Hell, he’d been so focused on Lyon’s of late, he could barely recall his last lover at all.
         

         
         Scanning the horizon, he expected to spot a trysting couple. Perhaps a lusty tenant farmer and his bride. What he saw instead
            was a flurry of leaves and twigs floating down from a single tree.
         

         
         Narrowing his gaze, he noticed something up the tree. A small figure with feminine curves but garbed as a man—black vest, white shirt, and dark breeches. Exceedingly
            snug breeches, Nick couldn’t help but notice, made more so from her odd position.
         

         
         “Hello?” he called as he approached.

         
         The role of hero had never suited him, but he couldn’t imagine the young woman getting down from the height she’d reached
            without aid.
         

         
         She didn’t seem to agree. He received no acknowledgment of his greeting.

         
         A bit louder, he called, “You look as if you’re in need of rescue.” He swung a discarded ladder up, locked it against a notch
            of bark, and started up one rickety slat.
         

         
         That caught her notice. The lady tipped her head to glare at him, and that odd sizzle of awareness skittered across his skin
            once more. Her eyes were arresting, a unique whiskey shade that caught the light like amber. He felt a twinge under his breastbone,
            as if one of his sparring partners had got in an unexpected blow.
         

         
         Her eyes widened, and he braced himself for the usual feminine reaction to his features. But she didn’t scream or blanch as
            if his visage repulsed her. Which was as odd as the unexpected pleasure of looking up a tree at her trouser-wrapped legs and
            lush derriere.
         

         
         “Kindly cease talking,” she whispered angrily. “You’ll frighten her.”

         
         “Her?” Nick spotted the lady in question. A fat orange feline with a glare as ferocious as the woman protectively cradling
            the cat in one arm. Nick lowered his voice
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