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Chapter One

Nathaniel Grey, sixth Duke of Wrexham, had buried his father on a Tuesday and inherited, along with the dukedom, a promise he had made beside a deathbed that now felt considerably heavier than it had in the candlelit hush of that final hour.

"You will marry within the year, Nathaniel." His father's voice had been barely a whisper by then, the physician already hovering with the particular patience of a man who knew his services were nearly finished. "Swear it to me. Swear you will not let Cousin Edmund inherit this house, these lands, these people who have depended upon our family for three centuries, simply because you have decided grief makes a better companion than a wife."

Nathaniel had sworn it, because a dying man's request was not the moment for argument, and because some quiet, dutiful part of him had always known this reckoning would eventually arrive, however long he had spent avoiding it since Eleanor's death four years before.

He had not counted, in that candlelit room, quite how difficult the promise would prove to keep.

Eight months had passed since the funeral, and Nathaniel had attended precisely eleven balls, four house parties, and one particularly disastrous garden party at which his own aunt had attempted, with a subtlety that fooled absolutely no one, to seat him beside no fewer than three eligible young ladies across the course of a single afternoon. He had danced the required number of sets, made the required amount of pleasant conversation, and returned home each time with the same hollow certainty that none of it mattered in the slightest, that he was simply performing courtship the way a man might perform any other unwelcome duty, waiting for the year's deadline to arrive without any genuine hope of the promise resolving itself into something he actually wanted.

It was his cousin Marianne who finally, and against his considerable protest, dragged him to Julian Hartley's house party in Derbyshire that October, three months before his self-imposed deadline expired.

"You cannot simply marry the first tolerable woman who agrees to have you, Nathaniel, purely to satisfy your father's dying wish," Marianne informed him, with the specific bluntness she had cultivated since childhood and never once thought to abandon in adulthood. "The Hartleys keep excellent company, and Lady Hartley's own sister-in-law is said to be delightfully unconventional. I think a change of scenery might do you far more good than another dreary London ballroom full of mothers calculating your income."

Nathaniel had agreed mainly to silence her, and found himself, three days later, standing in the Hartley family's modest but handsomely appointed drawing room, being introduced to exactly the sort of company he had spent eight months carefully avoiding.

"Your Grace, may I present Miss Georgiana Hartley, my husband's younger sister." Lady Hartley—herself, Nathaniel understood, the heroine of some substantial local scandal some years before, though her marriage now appeared entirely and enviably settled—gestured toward a young woman who had been, until that exact moment, thoroughly absorbed in an argument with her own brother regarding the proper pronunciation of some Latin phrase neither of them seemed willing to concede.

Miss Hartley turned toward him with an expression that held none of the careful, calculated interest he had grown wearily accustomed to across eight months of London's marriage mart, but rather a frank, assessing curiosity that reminded him, oddly, of how a naturalist might regard an interesting but not yet fully catalogued species.

"Your Grace." She dropped a curtsy correct in every distinctive, though something in her bearing suggested she considered the formality faintly absurd. "I do apologize for the shouting. My brother insists that Cicero would have pronounced a certain word quite differently than I do, and I have found, across twenty years of sisterly acquaintance, that he is wrong noticeably more often than his confidence would suggest."

"I am completely unqualified to judge the matter, Miss Hartley, my own Latin having atrophied a good deal since university."

"A pity. I had hoped for a neutral arbiter." She studied him a moment longer, and Nathaniel had the distinct and rather unsettling impression of being weighed against some private standard he could not begin to guess at. "You are the duke everyone has been discussing since breakfast, I collect. The one who has sworn to marry by spring or forfeit his estate to a villainous cousin. Julian mentioned it, though he would not say from whom he'd heard it."

Nathaniel felt something in his chest tighten unpleasantly at hearing his private burden discussed so plainly, by a stranger, within moments of their introduction. "The gossip appears to have traveled markedly faster than I anticipated, and with rather more melodrama attached than the actual facts strictly warrant."

"Forgive me. I have never been especially skilled at knowing when a subject ought to remain untouched." Miss Hartley's expression shifted, something real and apologetic replacing her earlier frank curiosity. "I did not mean to embarrass you, Your Grace, only to demonstrate that I already knew just why half the unmarried ladies in this house have spent the morning rehearsing their most charming laughter in anticipation of your arrival. I find I would rather be direct about such absurdities than pretend ignorance of them."

It was, Nathaniel reflected, watching her return to her interrupted argument with her brother moments later, the first wholly honest conversation he had conducted with a woman since his father's funeral—and he found himself, somewhat to his own surprise, already looking forward to whatever the dinner hour might bring.


Chapter Two

Dinner seated Nathaniel, by what he strongly suspected was Lady Hartley's deliberate arrangement, directly across from Miss Hartley, close enough that their conversation continued in fits and starts across the general noise of a table twenty guests strong, weaving between the formal courses with a rhythm that felt, to Nathaniel's real surprise, fully comfortable rather than the cautious performance he had grown accustomed to across a season of courtship.

"You are staring at your soup as though it has personally offended you, Your Grace," Georgiana observed, midway through the second course.

"I am considering my father's estate, which is rather less appetizing company than your soup, though significantly more pressing at present."

"Ah. The famous vow." She set down her spoon, giving him the whole of her attention with an directness that few young ladies of his acquaintance ever risked. "May I ask what troubles you about it, precisely? I do not mean the estate itself, but the marrying. You wear the whole business like a man attending his own execution, which seems rather a poor advertisement for the institution generally."

Nathaniel found himself, rather against his own better judgment, answering with more honesty than he had offered anyone since his father's death. "I was engaged once before, Miss Hartley. Four years past. She died of a fever the winter before our wedding, quite suddenly, and I confess I have not found myself capable of approaching courtship since without feeling I am somehow betraying her memory by performing the same rituals with someone else altogether."

Something softened in Georgiana's expression, the earlier frank curiosity giving way to a gentler attention that carried no trace of pity, which he found he appreciated rather more than he expected to. "I am sorry for your loss, truly. But I wonder whether your Eleanor—Julian mentioned her name, forgive me—would genuinely wish you to spend the remainder of your life treating happiness as a betrayal of her memory, rather than as a tribute to how completely she taught you to value it in the first place."

"That is a rather more generous reading than I have managed to arrive at myself, these four years."

"I find grief responds poorly to logic, however sound the logic may be. I lost my own mother rather young, and spent a good while furious at my father for eventually marrying again, before I properly understood that his happiness did not erase hers, only added to what our family was capable of holding." Georgiana returned to her soup with the certain briskness of someone uncomfortable dwelling too long in sentiment. "I do not say this to lecture you, Your Grace. Only to suggest that whatever guilt you are carrying may deserve rather less authority over your future than you have currently granted it."

They spoke, across the remainder of the meal, of considerably lighter matters—her father's library, which she confessed to having read rather more fully than her brother ever had; his own modest talent for landscape painting, abandoned since university and only recently, tentatively resumed; the singular absurdity of a garden party at which his aunt had attempted to orchestrate no fewer than three separate introductions within a single hour. By the time the ladies withdrew, Nathaniel found himself, for the first time in longer than he cared to examine closely, truly reluctant to see a conversation end.

"You appear to have survived dinner far better than anticipated," Julian Hartley observed, settling beside him once the gentlemen's port had been fully distributed. "My sister has a talent for terrifying suitors within the first quarter hour. I confess I expected you to require rescue well before the fish course."

"Your sister, Hartley, is the first really interesting conversation I have had since my father's funeral." Nathaniel said it more plainly than he intended, and watched Julian's eyebrows rise with interest he made no particular effort to disguise. "I do not say that lightly, nor with any specific intention attached to it. Only that I find myself curious to continue the acquaintance, should she be willing."

"Georgiana is rather more specific about her acquaintances than most young ladies her age, having turned down two perfectly respectable offers already on grounds she found the gentlemen 'insufficiently interesting to endure across a lifetime,' in her own words. I shall not presume to speak for her interest, Your Grace, only to say that if she has spent an entire dinner arguing philosophy with you rather than deploying her usual polite deflections, you have accomplished something rather more than most gentlemen manage in a full season's acquaintance."

It was not, Nathaniel reflected later, retiring to his guest chamber with his father's vow weighing rather less heavily upon him than it had that morning, exactly the sort of encouragement he had expected to receive at a house party he had attended purely out of dutiful obligation. But he found himself, drifting toward sleep, entertaining a possibility
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