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      A childhood promise. A dangerous reunion. A scandal that changes everything.

      When Lady Brooke Linwood unexpectedly comes face-to-face with Drake Kingston, Duke of Grafton, the boy who once promised to come back for her, the past crashes into the present with breathtaking force. Ten years have passed since the summer Brooke gave him her heart, and she has long since learned not to believe in love, happily-ever-afters, or promises made beneath lavender skies.

      Drake has never forgotten Brooke—or the future they once imagined together. Now that he has found her again, he has no intention of losing her twice. But Brooke is no longer the hopeful girl he left behind. She is bold, scandalous, fiercely independent, and determined never to trust her heart to any man.

      When longing gives way to a reckless night that leaves Brooke at the center of a whispering scandal, Drake is ready to offer everything, including his name. Brooke, however, refuses to be bound by duty or pity, no matter how much she still wants him.

      As old wounds reopen and desire turns into something far more perilous, Brooke must decide if she can risk believing in the one thing she has spent her life denying—love.

      A tender, passionate Regency romance filled with childhood longing, second chances, scandal, and the promise of a love worth fighting for.
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      Lady Brooke Linwood frolicked through a fragrant field of lavender, her skirts held high in her hands. The sun warmed her face while a soft summer breeze kept her from overheating.

      She inhaled a deep breath of summer, then turned toward her grandparents’ neighbor, Drake Kingston, the Marquess of Grafton.

      “Don’t be shy,” she called across the open space as she twirled. “Come dance with me.”

      Drake came toward her at an easy stride, his dark hair bouncing in the breeze and his eyes sparkling. “I’ve never been shy.” He held his arms wide, inviting her to him.

      Brooke laughed as she raced into his embrace. She tipped her head back as he twirled her about before bringing her back to him.

      Things between them had always been this way—light and easy. With Drake, the tightness she carried at home slipped loose, and laughter came without effort.

      She wished the afternoon would never end.

      Here, no one sighed when she entered a room or forgot she was speaking halfway through a sentence. Drake listened as though every word from her mouth mattered. He noticed when she laughed, when she went quiet, when some small hurt crossed her face before she could hide it. With him, she was not an inconvenience to be shuffled off to a schoolroom, a governess, a distant relation. She was simply Brooke.

      It made the thought of leaving him all the more unbearable. Canterbury might teach her French verbs and posture and how to glide through a ballroom without stepping on anyone’s slippers, but it could not offer this easy belonging. It could not give her the feeling she carried whenever Drake smiled at her as though the whole day had improved because she was in it.

      Alas, she could not remain. Her mother had abandoned her at her grandparents’ estate for the summer. Neither she nor Father could ever be bothered with Brooke. They were far too busy enjoying their separate lives to trouble themselves over raising their inconvenient daughter.

      Soon, Brooke would be sent away to finishing school at Mrs. Emmeline’s School of Education and Decorum for Ladies of Outstanding Quality in Canterbury. She would not even return home first.

      The slight stung all the same.

      Not that she cared overmuch about home, but Canterbury… It might as well be a world away from Cumbria. And more importantly, from Drake.

      Brooke leaned into him, her heart heavy with longing. She nuzzled against his shoulder. “I wish I could stay here forever. I’m going to miss you. Miss this.”

      “Really?” Drake asked, warmth in his eyes. “Don’t you want to see what else is out there? Aren’t you at least a little excited about school?” He arched a questioning brow. “I’ll miss you, but I won’t forget you.”

      Brooke sighed, her heart pounding. “We’re only fourteen and fifteen. You’ll forget about me long before we are grown, and I don’t care what’s out there. I’m happy here.” She frowned.

      “I promise you will find happiness elsewhere. There will be lots of girls at school, and you will make more friends.” Drake lifted her from her feet and twirled her in circles. He laughed as he spun her faster, her laughter bursting forth. “That’s my girl,” he said.

      Brooke’s heart filled near to bursting.

      For the thousandth time that summer, the look in his eyes made her chest ache. Whatever this feeling was, it was nothing like the cold silences at home.

      Love could not be locked doors, missed birthdays, and parents forever turned elsewhere. It had to be this—shared laughter, easy talk, warm smiles. Something like what she and Drake shared.

      Brooke tipped her head back, letting the sun warm her face as the surrounding blue sky and lavender field swirled past. Her heart swelled as she met Drake’s gaze.

      Surely love was laughter and lighthearted fun. It must be two people who enjoyed each other’s company—a boy and a girl who listened to each other and genuinely cared what the other felt. And it must be that fluttering belly and burst of excitement when they saw each other.

      Did Drake’s belly flutter as hers did? His face brightened when she came near. And he always made time for her. She hoped that his stomach fluttered, for she was now convinced that he had her heart.

      “You look like a great bird with your gown flying out around you and head tipped back,” Drake said. “A beautiful swan.”

      “I do not.” Brooke laughed harder as he spun her in an up and down arc as though she truly were in flight.

      He set her back on her feet, his hands on her waist steadying her as he gave her a mischievous smile. “Laughter looks good on you.”

      “Then, I shall endeavor to do it more often.” Brooke turned and strolled several feet away before glancing over her shoulder to issue a challenge. “Catch me if you can.”

      “I’ll capture you before you reach the ridge.” Drake burst into a full run.

      “Never.” She raced away, leaving a trail of laughter in her wake. The lavender rubbed against her ankles and calves while she ran across the ground, its scent invigorating her.

      “Got you,” Drake called out a moment before his arm came around her waist.

      Brooke’s knees buckled, and they both tumbled to the warm earth. She giggled as she stretched out to look up at the puffs of white clouds trailing across the sky. Drake stretched out beside her, his head even with hers and body pointing in the opposite direction, as though they were two spokes of a carriage wheel meeting in the middle.

      She closed her eyes and sighed. “If you were a bird, where would you fly?”

      “Everywhere,” Drake said. “How about you?”

      Brooke thought for a moment, not at all sure how to answer, for she was already where she wanted to be. She turned her head toward Drake. “I would follow you.”

      He turned his face toward her, amusement warming his features. “We would have the best adventures. I’d lead you all over the world, and we would see all the places people talk and write about. It would be a smashing good time.”

      Brooke sat up and pulled her legs to her chest, hugging her knees. “Too bad we are not birds.”

      “Just so,” Drake said. He put his hands behind his head and crossed his ankles. “Still, we could travel together someday.”

      “I’d like that,” Brooke said, though in her heart she knew they would not. Drake would grow up and meet some other lady.

      He’d marry, and travel, and have a family, and she would be a long-ago memory if he remembered her at all.

      That was, after all, what the world did. Girls were packed off to school, taught to lower their voices and smooth away their sharp edges, then brought home again to be looked over like ribbons in a shop. Boys inherited estates and expectations and the freedom to move through the world as they pleased. Even at fourteen, Brooke understood enough to know that whatever promise she and Drake made in a lavender field would one day have to contend with fathers, fortunes, and titles.

      Still, for one stolen afternoon, she wanted to believe him. She wanted to believe that somewhere in the future there would remain a place for her at his side, not because duty demanded it, but because he wanted her there.

      Drake rolled onto his side and propped his head upon one of his hands. “Let’s plan on doing that very thing. Once we are grown, I’ll find you. England isn’t so very big, and I’m to be a powerful duke, after all.” He smirked.

      Brooke wanted to point out how unlikely it was that he would even want to come for her, but instead, she played along.

      What would it hurt to indulge in a little fantasy?

      She smiled at him, her sadness easing. “Then we will run off and see the world together.”

      “You can count on it. We’ll start on the continent, then when we’ve grown bored, we’ll book passage elsewhere.” Drake tapped his fingers on the ground. “Where would you like to go?”

      Brooke closed her eyes and imagined them traveling to points near and far. “Paris, to start, and then Egypt.”

      Drake reached for her hand and gave a little squeeze. “Then Paris will be our first destination. I’ll take you all around the city. We’ll see all the sights and eat all the French food we can stand. You will shop at the most exclusive boutiques and buy the latest fashions before we depart for Egypt.”

      “That sounds like great fun.” Brooke returned his squeeze, wrapping her small hand around his long fingers and wide palm
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