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Preview of A DUKE NEVER YIELDS


Juliana Gray began writing as a child to relieve the tedium of being sentenced to her room, and later turned to romance to relieve the tedium of unsatisfactory suitors. Sadly, despite five years’ residence in the most exclusive areas of London, she never met a single duke, though she once shared a taxi with a future baron.

Juliana’s debut romance trilogy, including A Lady Never Lies, A Gentleman Never Tells, and A Duke Never Yields, was largely written when she should have been sleeping. She enjoys dark chocolate, champagne, and dinner parties, and despises all forms of exercise except one.


Six years ago, Elizabeth Harewood and Lord Roland Penhallow were London’s golden couple, young and beautiful and wildly in love. Forced apart by her scheming relatives and his clandestine career, Lilibet and Roland buried their passion beneath years of duty and self-denial, until a chance holiday encounter changes everything they ever knew about themselves . . . and each other.

But Miss Elizabeth Harewood is now the Countess of Somerton, estranged wife of one of England’s most brutal and depraved aristocrats, and she can’t afford the slightest hint of scandal to her name. When Roland turns up mysteriously at the castle where she’s hidden herself away, she struggles to act as a lady should, but the gallant lover of her youth has grown into an irresistibly dashing and dangerous man, and temptation is only a single kiss away . . .


To the august membership of the Romance Book Club, without whom my heroines would be nameless.
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Thirty miles southeast of Florence
March 1890

The boy couldn’t have been more than four or five years old. He stood square in the doorway of the inn and stared at Lord Roland Penhallow with a peculiar hostile intensity, his brow frowning into his dark eyes and his thumb stuck firmly between his teeth.

“I say, young fellow,” said Roland, with a gentle cough, one foot upon the step, “might I perhaps sidle past?”

The boy removed his thumb. “My father could beat you up.”

Roland felt the rain rattle down from the eaves against the crown of his hat. From there it streamed along the narrow brim and into the collar of his coat, soaking the shirt beneath until it stuck, cold and stiff, against his skin. “I daresay he could, old chap,” he ventured, gathering the ends of his coat collar together with one hand. “But in the meantime, I should like very much to dry myself by that cracking hot fire directly behind you. If you don’t mind, of course.”

“My father,” the boy said, lifting his finger and pointing it at Roland’s nose, “could smash your face and arms and legs and you would cry for EVER.” The last word was delivered with particular relish.

Roland blinked. He could glimpse, behind the boy’s small figure, the inn’s common room: its long tables lined with people, with plates of steaming food and bottles of local wine. An enormous fire roared away the dank March air, impossibly inviting. “Of course I should cry,” Roland said. “Bitterly, in fact. No doubt about it, no doubt at all. But about that fire . . .”

“Philip! There you are!”

An exhausted female voice called from somewhere behind Roland, somewhere in the middle of that stinking mudridden innyard he’d just crossed. An exhausted voice, yes: strained and dry, with a suggestion of incipient hoarseness, but also perfectly familiar.

Roland’s back stiffened with shock. Not here, surely. He must be mistaken. Not in the yard of a rustic Italian inn, tucked into a remote hillside, miles away from the civilized comfort of Florence and ages away from the London conservatory where he’d heard those dulcet tones last.

No, he must be imagining things.

“Philip, you’re not inconveniencing this poor gentleman, are you?” The woman spoke in agonized tones, nearer now, coming up rapidly to his right shoulder.

Good God. He couldn’t be imagining her now. Could he?

“Sir, I beg your pardon. The boy is dreadfully overtired and . . .”

Roland turned.

“Oh.” The lady stopped at once, two or three steps away. Her face was nearly hidden by the brim of her hat, but the lips and chin beneath curved exactly as they did in his dreams. Her plaid scarf wrapped around a neck that he knew would be long and sinuous, would melt into the delicate flesh of her chest and shoulders, covered presently and sensibly by a dark wool coat.

“Roland,” she said, in a whisper.

Of course he was dreaming. She couldn’t possibly be real. A mere figment of his weary imagination; the strain of the journey, taking its toll on his wits.

“Lady Somerton,” he said, making a little bow, so the rain dropped from his hat in a single sheet. Since it was a dream, he might as well play his part. “What a charming surprise. I have just been making myself acquainted with your son.”

Son. The word echoed in his head.

“Lord Roland,” she said, dipping her head. She folded her gloved hands before her. “Indeed, a very great surprise. I should not have . . . Oh, Philip, really!”

Roland wheeled around, just in time to watch the tip of the boy’s tongue disappear into his cherubic mouth.

“I’m so terribly sorry.” She swept past him to take Philip’s hand. “He’s normally such a good boy. It’s the journey, and his nursemaid was taken ill in Milan, and . . . oh, Philip, do be good and apologize to his lordship.”

“You told me to wait where it was dry,” Philip said, looking up earnestly at his mother’s face.

“So I did,” she said, bending next to him, “but I never told you to accost unsuspecting gentlemen in the doorway. Say you’re sorry, Philip, and let his lordship pass. He’s dreadfully wet.”

“Sorry,” Philip said.

“Philip, really.”

The boy sighed and turned his face to Roland. “I’m most awfully sorry, your lordship. I shall never do it again.”

Roland bowed solemnly. “Quite all right, old chap. Quite all right. The heat of the moment. I’ve done far worse myself.”

“That’s very good, Philip. Very good,” Lady Somerton said. “Now let his lordship pass.”

Philip moved grudgingly aside.

“Thank you, sir,” Roland said, still solemn, and climbed the steps. He turned in the doorway and removed his hat. “Have you just arrived, madam? I understand they’re quite occupied tonight.”

“Yes, just now,” she said, glancing upward, so the full force of her blue eyes struck him like a most un-dreamlike blow to the noggin. “But I’m sure we shall find a room. Lady Morley is speaking to the landlord this instant, and . . . well, you know Lady Morley.”

“Lady Morley, by Gad!” He smiled. “Are the two of you taking a tour? Dashed beastly time of year for it.”

She straightened, her hand still clutching Philip’s. She didn’t return his smile. “I suppose you could call it that. And you, Lord Roland? Are you on your way to Florence, perhaps?”

“No, no. Just left it, in fact. I’m here with my brother and . . . and another fellow. We’re . . .” We’re off to spend a year in a drafty Italian castle, devoting ourselves like monks to algebra and Plato and God knows what else. Smashing time.

Her eyebrows lifted expectantly.

Roland gathered himself. “Well, never mind that. I do hope . . . That is, if I can be of any service . . .”

“No, no.” Her eyes dropped. “We’re quite all right.”

“Are you going in just now?”

“No, I’m . . . I’m waiting for someone.”

He peered into the darkness behind her. “Can’t you wait inside? It’s frightfully wet.”

“She’ll only be a minute.” Her voice was quiet and resolute, just as he remembered it. Rather irritating, that: If he were taking the trouble to dream about her, mightn’t she do something more dramatic? More fantastical? Tear off her dress, perhaps, and leap into his arms, and engage him in sexual congress against the wall of the inn, with the rain streaming down her body?

Oh yes. That would be a worthwhile dream indeed.

“Very well, then.” He made a little bow. “I expect I shall see you shortly.”

“Yes, I expect so.” As if the prospect were about as appealing as an appointment with the tooth-drawer. She turned away, dismissing him, and shifted the boy’s hand to her other arm.

From the innyard a voice shrieked, “Lilibet, you’ll never guess what I’ve found in the stables!” and little Philip shouted back, “Cousin Abigail, come look, the strangest fellow!”

The dream was taking a most unwanted turn.

Roland walked swiftly through the doorway and into the busy warmth of the common room, leaving Lady Elizabeth Somerton and her son under the portico.

For God’s sake, Penhallow. We’ve been waiting for hours,” drawled the Duke of Wallingford, setting down his cup. His eyebrows shot upward at the sight of Roland’s face. “What’s this, then? Seen a ghost?”

“I believe I have,” Roland said. He tossed his hat on the table and swung his coat from his shoulders in a shower of droplets. “You’ll never guess the apparition I perceived outside, here of all the bloody godforsaken innyards of the world. Is that wine?”

“The local swill,” the duke said, pouring from the pitcher into an empty cup. “I don’t make guesses, as a rule, but I’d venture your ghost has something to do with the Dowager Marchioness of Morley. Am I right?”

Roland slumped atop the chair opposite, his bones sinking gratefully into the sturdy frame. “Seen her, have you?”

“Heard her. We were endeavoring to remain unnoticed.” Wallingford pushed the cup toward his brother. “Have a drink, old man. Food should be arriving shortly, God willing.”

Phineas Burke leaned forward from his seat next to Wallingford. “She’s been arguing with the landlord this past quarter hour,” he said. “The most infernal din. They’ve gone upstairs to see the room.”

“Mark my words,” Wallingford said, “we’ll be tossed out on our ears and forced to sleep in the commons.”

“Surely not,” Roland said, drinking deep. “You’re the damned Duke of Wallingford. What the jolly use is it, being a duke, if you can’t keep a room at an inn?”

“Mark my words,” Wallingford repeated darkly.

Burke pressed his index finger into the worn wood before him. “For one thing, they’re women,” he said, “and for another, it’s Lady Morley. Carries all before her, the old dragon.”

“Hardly old,” said Roland charitably. “I daresay she hasn’t seen thirty yet. Hullo, is that our dinner?”

A girl wobbled toward them, homespun skirts twisting about her legs, bearing a large pewter tray filled with chicken and thick country bread. A pretty girl, Roland thought idly, slanting her an assessing look. She caught his look and set down the tray with an awkward crash, just as the voice of Alexandra, Lady Morley erupted from the stairs, cutting through the buzzing din of the other travelers in a vicious attack on the Italian tongue. “It isn’t at all acceptable, non possiblo, do you hear me? We are English, anglese. We can’t possibly . . . Oh! Your Grace!”

“Mark my words,” muttered Wallingford. He threw down his napkin and rose. “Lady Morley,” he said. “Good evening. I trust you’re well.”

Her ladyship stood on the stairs, tall and imperious, her chestnut hair pulled with unnatural neatness into a smart chignon at the nape of her neck. She’d been a handsome girl several years ago, before her marriage to the Marquess of Morley, and was now an even handsomer woman, all cheekbones and glittering brown eyes. She wasn’t exactly to Roland’s taste, with her strong, bold-featured face, but he could appreciate her, rather as one appreciated the classical statuary in one’s formal gardens, without precisely wanting to embrace it.

“Darling Wallingford,” she said, continuing down the stairs toward them, her voice shifting effortlessly from commanding to cajoling, “you’re just the man I was hoping for. I can’t seem to make these Italian fellows understand that English ladies, however sturdy and liberal minded, simply cannot be expected to sleep in a room with strangers. Male strangers. Foreign male strangers. Don’t you agree, Your Grace?” She stopped in front of them.

“Are there no rooms available upstairs, madam?”

She shrugged beautifully, her tailored black shoulder making a practiced little arc through the air. “A small room, a very small room. Hardly large enough for Lady Somerton’s boy to sleep in, let alone the three of us.” Her gaze shifted to Roland and she started visibly, her entire body snapping backward. “Lord Roland!” she exclaimed. “I’d no idea! Have you . . . my cousin . . . Lady Somerton . . . good God!”

Roland bowed affably. Why not? It seemed the thing to do. “I had the great honor of meeting her ladyship outside on the . . . the portico, a moment ago. And her charming son, of course.”

A choking noise emerged from Lady Morley’s trim throat, as if a laugh were suppressing itself. “Charming! Yes, quite.” Her mouth opened and closed. She cleared her throat.

Roland, watching her, felt his own shock begin to slide away, numbness replaced by awareness. You could not deny the reality of Alexandra, Lady Morley. She crackled with reality. And if Lady Morley were real, then . . .

His nerves took up a strange and inauspicious tingling.

It was true. He hadn’t dreamt it. Lilibet was here.

Stop that, he told his nerves sternly, but it only made things worse. Only made things more real, only made Lilibet’s presence—the actual existence of her living body not ten yards away—more real. He had the disturbing premonition that he was about to do something rash.

Lady Morley wrung her hands and looked back at the duke beseechingly. “Look here, Wallingford, I really must throw myself on your mercy. Surely you see our little dilemma. Your rooms are ever so much larger, palatial really, and two of them! You can’t possibly, in all conscience . . .” Her voice drifted, turned upward. She returned to Roland. “My dear Penhallow. Think of poor Lilibet, sleeping in . . . in a chair, quite possibly . . . with all these strangers.”

Burke, standing next to Roland with all the good cheer of a lion disturbed from his nap, cleared his throat with an ominous rumble. “Did it not, perhaps, occur to you, Lady Morley, to reserve rooms in advance?”

Roland winced. Damn the fellow. Old scientific Burke was hardly the sort of man to endure arrogant young marchionesses with patience, and patience was called for just now: patience and delicacy and the utmost exquisite sensitivity.

Because Lilibet was here. Here, within reach.

Lady Morley’s cat-shaped eyes fastened on him in the famous Morley glare. “As a matter of fact, it did, Mr. . . .” She raised her eyebrows expressively. “I’m so terribly sorry, sir. I don’t quite believe I caught your name.”

“I beg your pardon, Lady Morley,” said the Duke of Wallingford. “How remiss of me. I have the great honor to present to you—perhaps you may have come across his name, in your philosophical studies—Mr. Phineas Fitzwilliam Burke, of the Royal Society.”

“Your servant, madam,” he said, with a slight inclination of his head.

“Burke,” she said, and then her eyes widened an instant. “Phineas Burke. Of course. The Royal Society. Yes, of course. Everyone knows of Mr. Burke. I found . . . the Times, last month . . . your remarks on electrical . . . that new sort of . . .” She drew in a fortifying breath, and then smiled, warmly even. “That is to say, of course we reserved rooms. I sent the wire days ago, if memory serves. But we were delayed in Milan. The boy’s nursemaid took ill, you see, and I expect our message did not reach our host in time.” She sent a hard look in the landlord’s direction.

“Look here.” Roland heard his own voice with horror. Here it was. The rash thing, unstoppable as one of Great-Aunt Julia’s obscene anecdotes at the dinner table. “Enough of this rubbish. We shouldn’t dream of causing any inconvenience to you and your friends, Lady Morley. Not for an instant. Should we, Wallingford?”

“No, damn it,” the duke grunted, folding his arms.

“Burke?”

“Bloody hell,” muttered Burke, under his breath.

“You see, Lady Morley? All quite willing and happy and so on. I daresay Burke can take the little room upstairs, as he’s such a tiresome, misanthropic old chap, and my brother and I shall be quite happy to . . .”—he swept his arm to take in the dark depths of the common room—“make ourselves comfortable downstairs. Will that suit?”

Lady Morley clasped her elegant gloved hands together. “Darling Penhallow. I knew you’d oblige us. Thanks so awfully, my dear; you can’t imagine how thankful I am for your generosity.” She turned to the landlord. “Do you understand? Comprendo? You may remove His Grace’s luggage from the rooms upstairs and bring up our trunks at once. Ah! Cousin Lilibet! There you are at last. Have you sorted out the trunks?”

Roland couldn’t help himself. He swiveled to the doorway, desperate to see her, now that he’d recovered his wits; desperate for even a glimpse of her, without all the rain and darkness and bloody damned hats in the way. He wanted to know everything. Had she changed? Grown cynical and world-weary? Had her fresh-faced beauty faded under the blight of marriage to the legendarily dissolute Earl of Somerton?

Did he wish that it had?

She was kneeling by the door, unbuttoning her son’s coat. Typical of her, that she would make the boy comfortable first, the little martyr. She turned her head to answer her cousin, her voice as even and well modulated as ever, despite the raspy edge Roland had noticed before. “Yes, they’ve all been unloaded. The fellow’s coming in the back.” She straightened and handed the boy his coat and began unbuttoning her own.

Roland held his breath. Her gloved fingers found the buttons expertly and slid them through the holes, exposing inch after inch of a practical dark blue traveling suit with a high white collar, pristine and ladylike, her bosom (fuller now, or was that his imagination?) curving tidily beneath the perfect tailoring of her jacket.

He felt a sharp poke in his ribs. “Oh, for God’s sake. Keep your tongue in your mouth, you dog,” hissed his brother.

The landlord hurried down the steps to assist her. She had that effect, Roland thought crossly. “I take the coat, milady,” he said, dipping obsequiously, folding the wet wool over his arm as if it were cloth of gold. “And the hat. The hat. Ah, mia donna, it is so wet. You come to the fire, you dry. Mia povera donna.”

“Thank you,” she said. “Grazie.” She allowed herself to be drawn to the fire, smoothing her dark hair with one hand, pulling young Philip with the other. The light gleamed gold against her pale skin, casting shadows beneath her cheekbones. She looked tired, Roland thought, taking an involuntary step in her direction before he remembered himself. Concern! For Lady Somerton! As if she couldn’t take perfectly good care of herself without him. She’d proven that well enough.

Roland looked around and found that both Burke and Wallingford had resumed their seats, and he was standing there like the village idiot, staring after her ladyship’s decorously clothed backside.


TWO
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For a small folded square of notepaper, it burned with unnatural energy through the material of Lilibet’s best navy blue traveling suit to brand the skin beneath.

She ought to have tossed it away at once, of course. Roland had pressed it into her hand in the bustle of greetings before dinner, and she’d been too stunned to throw it on the fire with a haughty quirk of her chin, or whatever her mother would have expected of her.

Now, of course, she couldn’t remove it; not with the sharp eyes of Abigail and Philip trained upon her.

Philip, especially. Her son, her innocent angel, her damned stubborn nemesis, the one good thing she’d salvaged from six years of misery.

He didn’t want to go to sleep. Not unusual in a boy of five and a half, of course, but Lilibet, who would have given anything to collapse into bed herself, felt almost affronted by his reluctance. “Darling, you’re exhausted,” she pleaded. “Just lie still and close your eyes.”

“I’m not tired,” he said, eyes rolling. “I’m not.” He kicked off the covers.

Lilibet drew them back.

Philip kicked them off again.

She felt it rising, the tide of her temper, so strong this time it took an almost superhuman strength to muscle it downward again. Be calm, she told herself, as she always did. Dignity. Clarity. She counted to ten, eyes closed, pausing on each number.

There. She opened her eyes.

Philip wasn’t on the bed.

She spun around and saw Abigail, laughing, snatching him up in her arms just before he reached the door. “Naughty boy,” she said, and rubbed her nose into his tummy. “Naughty, wicked, despicable boy.” She blew rude noises into his skin, until he was giggling helplessly, writhing with joy.

“Abigail, you’ll overexcite him,” Lilibet whispered, and put her fingers to her temples.

How heavy could a piece of paper be? It dragged in her pocket like a stone: the massive, sharp-sided kind they collected in more primitive cultures to lob at adulterers.

“You don’t deserve a story, you dreadful rascal, but I’ll tell one anyway,” Abigail said, tossing him into the bed. “But you’ve got to eat this bun for me while I’m telling it. It’s a magic bun, you see.” She drew it from her pocket and held it before him. “A wonderfully magic bun. It lets you understand me, even though I’ll be telling you the entire story . . . in . . . Italian.”

“Italian! No, you won’t. You don’t know Italian.”

“Yes, she does,” Lilibet said, drawing up the blankets. “She knows it perfectly.”

“But this bun,” Abigail said, rotating it solemnly, “will make the words sound just like English.”

“Ha,” Philip said. But his eyes narrowed.

Abigail shrugged. “If you don’t believe me, then fine. C’era una volta, viveva un re e sua figlia . . .”

Philip snatched the bun from her fingers and trained his eyes on her lips.

Abigail said: “. . . in un castello antico solitario in cima a una collina.”

Philip bit into the bun.

“The queen had died long ago, and the king was so stricken with grief that he ordered all the ladies of the castle to be banished, so he might never see another woman again,” Abigail continued, without missing a beat.

Philip stared at Abigail’s lips, transfixed, nibbling away at the bun. Lilibet watched his little body relax into the mattress, his energy fading and settling around him. His eyelids drooped, and his hand dropped against the pillow, still clutching the bun between his fingers. Abigail continued on a minute or two longer, until his breathing became deep and regular and peaceful, the candlelight glowing softly around his round, smooth cheek.

“They look so innocent when they are asleep,” Lilibet said softly, brushing the hair from his forehead. “It makes me feel guilty for being angry before.”

“You were angry?” Abigail asked, and Lilibet, turning to her, saw that she was genuinely surprised.

“Yes, of course.”

Abigail straightened from the bed and smiled at her, a great, wide smile in her oval face. “Even-tempered Lilibet. I don’t think I’ve ever seen you angry.”

Lilibet looked back at her son’s sleeping face. “All the time,” she said. “I’m angry all the time. Only I’ve learned how to hide it.”

“You don’t need to hide it,” Abigail said. “We’d understand.”

No, you wouldn’t, Lilibet thought. All that anger, those wicked, immoral emotions, kept in check by a network of fine interlocking threads that strained and cut viciously and yet somehow held against the pressure. You wouldn’t understand at all, Abigail, my artless virgin.

“Are you angry at him?” Abigail ventured. “At Lord Somerton?”

“Of course not,” Lilibet lied. “I don’t know why you should ask.”

“I’m not a fool, Lilibet. Just because I’m not married doesn’t mean I don’t hear things. And if we’re running halfway across Europe just to escape him . . .”

“Eavesdropper.”

“Of course I eavesdrop. There’s no better way to find out what one’s not supposed to hear.” Abigail hesitated and reached out to clasp Lilibet’s hand. “I know he’s a beast, for one thing.”

“He’s a man.”

Abigail’s hand squeezed hers. “You’ll feel better when we reach the castle tomorrow. Think of it, a whole year to ourselves! You’ll be safe, you’ll be among friends. No one can get past Alexandra. Everything will sort itself out.”

“Yes, of course.” Lilibet drew her hand away. She moved restlessly to the wing chair in the corner, oddly out of place against the rustic plaster wall, as if left behind by some English traveler who couldn’t pay his bill but happened to be transporting wing chairs upholstered in hideous bile green paisley. She dropped herself into it and trained her eyes on the sleeping figure of her child. “Go back downstairs, Abigail. I’ll watch him.”

“And leave you by yourself?” Abigail protested.

Lilibet smiled. “Abigail, darling, I know very well that you’re desperate to go back down to that common room. Don’t think I didn’t see the way you were examining poor Wallingford.”

Abigail’s arms crossed against her ribs. “I wasn’t. He’s a perfectly ordinary duke. There are princes in Italy, Lilibet. Princes. Much more interesting than dull English dukes.”

“Go, Abigail. I’m all done in, really.” She made a whisking movement with her hand. “Go, for heaven’s sake.”

Abigail left at last, and Lilibet leaned her head back against the chair with a sigh of relief, free at last to let the urgent thought explode across her brain: Roland.

The shock had been so great, at first, that she hadn’t even felt it. It was as if he were a ghost, conjured up by her exhausted brain. Lord Roland Penhallow, here in a dreary, wet hillside in Tuscany, on the doorstep of the very inn she was about to enter herself, locked in negotiation with her own son? The coincidence was too catastrophic to be true.

Only later, when she’d made the arrangements for the trunks, gathered Philip to her side, and swept through the doorway of the inn, had the truth smacked her in the jaw. Never in her life had she felt so self-conscious as she had in that moment, removing Philip’s coat and then her own, feeling Roland’s eyes trained upon her every gesture. Her hands had shaken; had he seen it? Did he care, if he had?

Six years; six and a half, really, since last she had met him. Of course his ardor had faded. It had faded quickly, if reports were true. Lord Roland’s bachelor exploits about London were the stuff of legend. Mistresses of preposterous unsuitability, country weekends that had gone on for months, pranks and hijinks of fiendish ingenuity and frivolity. Racehorses in the Prince’s bedroom, to her certain knowledge.

The ingenuity she recognized; the frivolity she did not. This Roland of scandal and innuendo could not possibly be the same young man she had met at a river party in Richmond nearly seven years ago; the handsome brother of the Duke of Wallingford, laughing and careless and eloquent, with a knack for verse that might be achingly silly or breathtakingly romantic. She had just come to London, fresh from the schoolroom, and fell in love with him at once. “Darling, here’s Lord Roland Penhallow, Wallingford’s brother, who’s been begging me for an introduction this half hour,” her hostess had said. Roland’s hazel eyes had gleamed, and he’d bent over her hand, and she was his.

They’d lost little time going conveniently astray in the shrubbery, while everyone else gathered by the tea tables near the water. He’d wanted to know everything about her; she’d told him what little there was to know, and he’d seemed fascinated by every word. “But that’s marvelous!” she could still hear him exclaim, into the motionless, pollen-laden May air, his cheekbones faintly flushed and his arm steady and warm beneath hers. “I’ve been a devoted disciple of Browning for years. I’d no idea there was a girl in the world who’d agree with me.”

“He’s indispensable, of course,” Lilibet remembered herself saying, “but his work suffered badly after his marriage.”

“Are you arguing against marriage, Miss Harewood?” he’d asked, leaning toward her, eyes merry.

“I’ve no intention of marrying at all,” she’d said. “I believe there should be no obligation on either partner. In a free union, a genuine union, the marriage vow would be utterly superfluous.”

He’d thrown back his head and laughed, all careless, youthful joy, and she’d laughed with him. Later, as they’d emerged from the shrubbery, he’d drawn her back and pressed his lips against the back of her hand, so the heat of his breath penetrated the thin kidskin of her glove and warmed the marrow of her bones. His fingers had brushed once along the underside of her wrist, in the gap of bare skin between her glove and her sleeve. “Do you stay in London all season, Miss Harewood?” he’d asked, quite soft.

“Yes,” she’d replied, unable to say anything more.

“Then so I shall, as well,” he’d said, and they had rejoined the party, flushed and alive, and the air around them had shimmered with anticipation. Even now, after everything, Lilibet could feel her heart accelerate, feel the thread of excitement in her veins that the memory always awakened. The night before her marriage, she’d burned all the notes and letters, had locked away all the memories, because it was her duty and because they were little use to her, now that she was marrying another man. All the memories, that is, except for the scene of that first meeting. Surely God could not deny her one innocent afternoon, she’d pleaded: a few paltry hours against all the days and months and years ahead of her.

Lilibet slipped her hand into her pocket and fingered the folded edge of the paper there. Such a look he’d given her, dark and meaning, when he put it in her hand. Not an innocent look at all, not the sort of look one gave a woman when offering a note that read Bread moldy; avoid at all costs or else Large stain on back of your dress; suggest immediate soaking in bicarbonate.

She couldn’t control her thoughts entirely; she’d given up on that long ago. But she could control her actions. Whatever her husband had done, whatever the lengths to which she now went to protect herself and her son, her own conduct was spotless, blameless. She should not open this note.

Her hand slid upward and out of the pocket, with the paper trapped between her thumb and forefinger.

She stared at the innocuous white square for a moment, and then at Philip, asleep in his little bed, eyelashes spread like fans against his cheeks.

She turned away from the boy and opened the note.

I have long wished to assure myself of the happiness of my dear friend, whose honour remains sacred to me. If she can spare a moment or two at half eleven, I shall be waiting with all reverence at the end of the stable block.

Unsigned, of course. Considerate, gentlemanly: the Roland she recognized, rather than the Roland of public reputation. The Roland she trusted.

Her Roland.

She read the note again, ran her fingers over the black letters, lifted it to her nose and inhaled the plain, unadorned scents of paper and ink. She folded it and placed it back in her pocket and drew out her watch.

Not quite nine o’clock.

With silent steps she went over to the bed and knelt beside the sleeping body of her son. His hair made little dark whorls on his forehead; she wound and unwound them around her forefinger, savoring the silken feel, fine and strong and unbreakable. Below them, the sounds of the common room drifted up through the wooden floor: muffled thumps and laughter and the low vibrating hum of conversation. People connecting, life going on.

She rose, picked up her book from the table by the bed, and settled herself back in the bile green English armchair to read, with her watch tucked into her lap.


THREE

[image: Images]

A betting man by nature, Roland gave himself about four-to-one odds against Lilibet’s appearance at eleven thirty.

Not that long odds troubled him much. He’d faced them often enough. He set his lantern on a wooden shelf and leaned against the stable wall, arms crossed, listening for the sound of human movement through the faint drum of rain against the roof above. The warm scent of the stable filled the air around him: horses and leather and grain and manure, all mingled together, familiar and comforting. The smell of his boyhood, of that authentic Roland who still existed, somewhere, beneath all the layers of frivolous disguise.

Of course Lilibet would have heard all the stories. Much of the energy he’d thrown into his role had come from the angry knowledge that she’d be told of his latest absurdity, his most recent rashness, by some gossiping London countess. She’d hear of his actresses and his pranks, and know that he wasn’t wasting away for regret of her blue eyes and ringing laugh. The luminous Lilibet he’d once adored.

And how he’d adored her. He could still picture her in his mind, that first moment at Lady Whatsit’s river party. He’d met pretty debutantes without number, of course; all very charming and that sort of thing, laughing like songbirds into the dulcet spring air. But Elizabeth Harewood had stood out at once. Not just her beauty, though that in itself was endless, flawless, a miracle of color and freshness and symmetry. No, it was something about the amused, half-shy gleam in her eye, the queenly way she held herself, the mixture of reserve and freedom with which she cast her eye about the scene. She had something in her, something different, noble and reticent and irreverent all at once. A streak of something earthy and passionate, deep inside her, carefully hidden. And then he’d wrangled an introduction, and led her into the shrubbery and talked to her, and he’d known within five minutes that he couldn’t live without her.

He’d courted her properly. He’d intended to wait until the end of summer to declare himself, just to show how steady were his intentions. At the end of August, he’d returned home from his Norway expedition, flush with success, and gone straight to his club for a late supper. He’d intended to present himself at her door at the earliest possible hour the next day, nosegay in hand. He’d just tucked into his capon and Burgundy when Sir Andrew Greentree, that ass, that sneering weasel, had dropped into the chair opposite. I say, Penhallow, you’re taking the news well. And Roland had answered, stupidly, what news? Why, that the Harewood girl’s gone and engaged herself to Somerton, ha‑ha! A Christmas wedding, they say.

He’d nearly taken off Greentree’s head.

He’d nearly taken off his own.

And now? Was he still angry with her? What, exactly, had possessed him to write her that note? What did he mean to say to her, if she came? What could possibly be said, after all these years?

He leaned down to pick up a stray stalk of hay from the bales stacked nearby and twirl it between his fingers. The kerosene lantern cast out a steady golden glow, revealing the empty corner in which he stood, the blanketed heaps of Burke’s machinery sheltered in the next bay, the faint outline of the horse boxes farther up the row. He slipped his watch out of his pocket and held it against the light. The soft snitch of wheels and cogs counted out each second into the silence.

A quarter to twelve.

A movement caught the periphery of his senses.

Roland straightened. His pulse pounded hard and fast in his ears. He ought to call out, he knew; this was hardly high danger. But over six long years of training and experience held his tongue in place.

A small, dark shape crossed the shadows by the doorway and turned to the light from the lantern. “Roland?” she whispered, the thread of sound like a fist to his gut. “Is that you?”

He stepped forward. “Yes, I’m here.”

She walked toward him in lithe, graceful strides, not self-conscious at all, no hint of any kind that she might not be crossing a drawing room to greet a morning visitor, rather than walking down the aisle of an Italian stable to meet a man who had once been her ardent admirer. Raindrops glittered and fell from the brim of her hat; she shook them off with a little toss of her head. “I never thought to pack an umbrella,” she said, coming to a stop a few feet away. “One doesn’t think of rain in Italy.”

“No,” he said. His mouth dried. Every thought fled his brain except one: Lilibet. Here, before him. Alive and real and infinitely desirable.

She put out her hand. “How are you, Lord Roland? You took me quite by surprise on the portico. I hope I didn’t seem unfriendly. It really is a great pleasure to see you again, after all these years.”

Her voice rang in his ears, sincere and amicable. He took her hand and held it briefly. “Yes, of course. A very great pleasure. I . . . I’m sorry to have . . . I suppose I could have found another place to meet you. Somewhere more suitable.”

“Oh no.” Her pink lips curled upward from beneath her hat; he couldn’t quite make out her eyes in the shadows. “It’s splendid. Proper young matrons don’t often have the opportunity for clandestine meetings in Italian stables. I shall dine on it for years.”

He swallowed. The curve of her cheek gleamed with rain in the light from the lantern; he could just make out the pale skin of her neck, emerging from the collar of her coat. “I didn’t think you’d come, to be honest,” he said.

She plucked at her gloves. “Of course I came,” she said, shifting her voice lower. “Of course I came. We parted as friends, did we not? I hope . . . I have always wished you well. I have always prayed for your happiness.”

“And I for yours.”

She said nothing to that. Her head tilted downward, as if she were reading her next lines from the toes of her shoes.

“Have you been happy, Lady Somerton?” he asked softly.

“Of course. My life has been quite full.”

“No regrets at all?”

She looked up again. “Of course I have regrets. Who hasn’t? But when one makes decisions, important decisions, one can’t look back. One can’t imagine what might have been, or one would go mad.”

He took a single step forward. “And what might have been, Lady Somerton?”

Her lips parted, taking in a little breath. “I . . . I don’t know. I never had a chance to know. You were off in Norway, fishing for your blasted salmon.”

“Yes. Salmon.” His hand clenched at his side. Norway: his first assignment, a whirlwind of excitement. He’d presented himself in Sir Edward’s office on a Wednesday, and found himself rowing through a fjord at midnight on Friday.

“You were gone for weeks. I daresay you must have caught enough salmon to feed half of England.”

“It was all such an adventure,” he said. “I lost track of time, I suppose. But I hardly expected to find you engaged when I returned. To Lord Somerton, of all men.”

“Yes. Well. Neither did I. But you were gone for ages, without a word. Not a single word. And everyone was terribly persuasive, you see. My parents, his lordship.”

“I daresay.”

“I tried to write, but no one knew your direction. I went . . .” She laughed, a thin little laugh. “You’ll think me silly. I even went to the Norwegian consulate one afternoon, when Mother thought I was shopping. I asked them for a list of hotels. They must have thought I was mad.”

“Oh, God, Lilibet . . .”

“Ridiculous, wasn’t it?” She laughed again and walked past him, to where an old harness hung from the wall, its leather dry and curling with age. She fingered it with one hand. “In any case, they weren’t terribly helpful.”

“If I had known . . .”

“But you didn’t. And I can’t regret anything, can I? To regret anything is to regret Philip, and he . . . well, I suppose you’ll have a child of your own, one day, and you’ll understand . . .” Her voice quivered to a halt.

“I’m so awfully sorry, Lilibet. I was a fool, an idiot. I ought to have spoken before I left. I meant to, but our plans . . . well, I didn’t have time. I shall . . . I know you don’t feel the same, but I shall regret it all my life.”

“Don’t, Roland . . .”

“No, you must let me say it. You’ll be gone tomorrow, and so will I, and God knows when we’ll see each other again. In some damned drawing room, I suppose.” He shook his head.

A tremor went across her shoulders. She turned to him, with the lantern light full in her face, illuminating the steadfast blue of her eyes, the gleam of wetness on her lashes. She dashed her hand across her brow. “I shouldn’t have come,” she said. “This was so foolish. I only wanted to let you know that I was . . . that I’m quite all right. I only meant to be firm and friendly, and now look.”

“Don’t say anything,” he said. “You needn’t. You’ve a son and a husband. I only wish . . . I only want to say that I envy them both. I should have wished to do things differently. I was an idiot, a young fool who thought the world would stand still and wait . . .”

The words stopped in his throat.

Before his brain even became conscious of the disturbance behind him, he leapt forward and put out the lantern.

“Roland!” she exclaimed, the last syllable muffled by his hand over her mouth.

“Hush,” he breathed in her ear. “Someone’s entering.”

Lilibet’s brain spun under the shock of Roland’s body against hers. His fingers pressed her lips; his broad chest crushed her breasts; his breath, sweet and heavy with wine and some sugary dessert, curled around her face. For an instant she froze.

Roland, she thought. This is Roland’s body, Roland’s touch.

She began to thaw, bit by bit, skin and bone and muscle softening under his.

As if her body’s acquiescence were a signal of some kind, his hand relaxed and slipped away from her mouth, just grazing the side of her breast, her hip, before bracing itself on the wall behind her.

She could see nothing. She could hear nothing, except the sound of his breathing.

“Who is it?” she remembered to ask, mimicking his own faint whisper. He was so close, she nearly touched his neck with her lips.

“Hush,” he breathed again. “Don’t move.”

Now she heard it: the rustle of feet against the wooden floor, the faint, careful clack of booted heels that wanted to be silent. Roland was listening, too. She felt the hum of tension in his body, the readiness. He covered her, filled her every sense, and yet he wasn’t paying attention to her at all. She might have been a doll, a statue.

The footsteps grew louder and then stopped. She dared not turn her head to look, but she sensed the intruder was not far away. The next bay, perhaps, with all the blanketed heaps.

A long pause, and then the footsteps resumed, more slowly now, less regular. She closed her eyes and leaned her head against the wall. It hardly seemed worth imagining what this unknown person was doing, as she and Roland rested here in the shadows, unnoticed. Far more agreeable to luxuriate in the nearness of his body, an unexpected gift, a treasure she’d never thought to receive.

She did not raise her arms to enfold him. That would be wrong. She only stood, with her fingertips pressed hard and resolute against the cold wall, and absorbed his body, the way it fit perfectly around hers: her face tucked into his neck, his chest holding her shoulders steady, his hips bracketing her belly. She noted every detail. The rustling continued nearby, odd little noises she couldn’t interpret, like a dream at the outside of her consciousness.

Her nose brushed against the skin of his neck. He smelled of wool and clean rain and . . . something else, something familiar . . . his soap, perhaps? She inhaled deeply, quietly, and in a flash she was on the riverbank at Henley again, and Roland had just emerged from the Leander boathouse, bathed and dressed and flushed with victory.

He’d been surrounded by well-wishers, of course: the hero of the hour, having stroked the eight to a heart-stopping half-length win in the Grand Challenge Cup, and everybody wanted to clap his back and shake his hand and steal some taste of his magic. He’d put on his golden smile and nodded and done his duty, but his eyes had roamed about, peering past hats and over shoulders, on the lookout.

For her.

She still remembered the way his face had lit into joy, when at last he’d matched eyes with her. Her mother hadn’t let her into the middle of the crowd, of course. He’d had to sidle past everyone, murmuring excuses, ignoring a score of flirtatious glances. And then he was next to her, tipping his straw boater in her mother’s direction, bending into her ear: Did you watch the race?

Of course, she’d said. You were marvelous. I lost my voice, cheering you on.

The hot June sun had beat against her hat, and the crowd around them had hummed with noise. He’d had to lean close to her cheek to hear her words, and her brain had spun with the clean, newly washed scent of his neck, the delicious flavor of his soap. It had seemed somehow scandalous, that she should know such an intimate detail about him. She’d wanted to drink it in, to lick it off his skin.

He’d chuckled, right next to her ear. She’d felt the vibration of his laugh, the brush of his hat brim against hers, and—knowing, she supposed, that her mother couldn’t hear him—he’d murmured back: Sweetheart, I’ll lay all my laurels at your feet tonight, I promise.

Her mother had drawn her away before she could reply, but she’d given him a parting look that said oh yes, yes, and the scent of his skin had lingered in her nose all afternoon and all that evening, while he’d waltzed her around his brother’s ballroom at the celebration party as if no other woman existed in the world.

For a long, weightless moment, it almost seemed she could hear that white-clothed crowd chattering again, could feel the sun melt the crown of her hat, could see an eternal summer lying before her. Her mother had never drawn her away to shake hands with the heir to a dukedom, and she’d never married Somerton, and she still stood on the riverbank with Lord Roland Penhallow’s coaxing voice in her ear and the sweet scent of his soap filling her head.

Roland’s body stiffened, jolting her out of her daze, back into the coldness of the present.

The soft footsteps had halted, and new ones entered the building: firm, purposeful, nothing to hide. The feet marched in their direction—even Lilibet could tell that—closer and closer, until she squeezed her eyes in anticipation of discovery and pressed her back into the wall as if it could close around her. Roland held himself preternaturally still, his body forming a shelter around hers.

The new footsteps stopped abruptly. A male voice penetrated the stillness, low and hard. She couldn’t quite make out the words, but they sounded unmistakably English.

A female voice emerged, the first intruder, answering him.

Oh God. Who was it? It couldn’t be Abigail.

Alexandra?

Alexandra? Meeting a strange man in an Italian stable?

Surely not.

A slight quiver moved across Roland’s chest. He whispered in her ear: “Lady Morley, by God.”

Don’t laugh, Roland, she thought. For God’s sake, don’t laugh. She fought the desire herself: amusement and relief and horror, all muddled together. What if she and Roland were found, clenched together in the darkness, in what could only be a lover’s embrace?

They were exchanging words, Alexandra and her male visitor. Who was it? Wallingford, probably. Hadn’t there been something between the two of them, long ago? Lilibet opened her eyes at last, trying to peer past Roland into the darkness, but his chest and shoulder engulfed her, and the only light came from a pair of dark lanterns hooked near the doorway.

Another quiver shook Roland’s chest, stronger this time. He must have known who the other man was.

The voices continued, soft and intimate. Good God, they weren’t going to . . . they weren’t meeting here to do that! Not Alexandra, not with Wallingford.

Were they?

Lilibet rolled her forehead into Roland’s shoulder. No. Anything but that. She could not stand here in the arms of Lord Roland Penhallow, of all the men in the world, and listen to her cousin engage in carnal union with the Duke of Wallingford.

Please, Lord. Please.

She listened with horrified fascination as the voices rose and fell, always too quiet to discern, the round English tones floating across the cold air, an occasional word breaking through the murmur: ravish and stepladder and devil.

Damn the both of them.

Lilibet never swore aloud, of course, but in her thoughts she profaned as frequently as the captain of a China clipper, though she supposed not with as much potency and variety. Hers had been a sheltered life, after all.

The voices dropped to whispers. Bloody hell.

And then, without warning, the words stopped altogether.

She held her breath, waiting to hear the rustle of clothing, the telltale groans and sighs and gasps. The sound of flesh against flesh, of bodies thumping on the ground or—she shuddered—against the same wall that supported her now.

But all she heard were footsteps. Footsteps, treading back down the length of the stables, disappearing out into the night.
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