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New Year's Eve, 1810

Three in the afternoon



Bernard Talbot, Earl of Gresham, had one goal for 1811: to do his twin duties of taking a wife and producing an heir. 
The first would be taken care of almost immediately, at eleven o’clock on January 1st to Lisbeth Dawes, daughter of the Marquess of Ipswich. The latter, Bernard presumed, would come in its natural course, and could be marked off his list as early as September.
At the age of twenty-five, Bernard was a little young to be taking such matters into hand. Most of his peers still dallied around London, setting tongues wagging by chasing young widows or spending fortunes at the gambling halls. The prospect of a respectable wife plucked fresh from the marriage mart lurked as a distant shadow on their futures.
But ever since he was eighteen, the figure of his eventual wife loomed over Bernard, a weight that slowed his every move. He had tried each vice that was supposed to distract a young man, only to discover he didn’t like losing money, he didn’t care for the unpredictability of alcoholic stupors, and the widows only reminded him even more of awaited him:
Marriage to a woman that wasn’t her. 
Besides, the Talbot coffers were fast approaching empty, a situation upon which a wife’s dowry would work miracles. So Bernard had decided the best way to banish his dread was to simply get it over with. He offered for Miss Dawes, set the date for New Year’s Day, and organized a house party at his ancestral home of Ambley Park to celebrate the nuptials. 
One week into the house party – and one evening away from his wedding – Bernard was quite pleased with how it was going. His twenty-five guests spent the days hunting, taking cold walks around his lake, and meeting for cozy teas in his drawing room. He’d won a hundred pounds from his friend the Duke of Harrodshire. And he had only caught himself thinking of her a handful of times. 
He had only one single real concern: he and Miss Dawes still hadn’t found any topic on which they could have a pleasant conversation.
Oh, they could exchange small talk, but so could any well-bred couple in the ton. It was once one finished with the weather, or how one celebrated the holidays, that Bernard always found himself at a loss. Miss Dawes knew little about his favorite polite topic – horses – and he couldn’t very well engage her in a debate on the merits of repealing the Burial in Woolen Acts, since politics was off-limits for the gentler sex.
One didn’t need a friendship with one’s wife, Bernard supposed, but he would like to be comfortable in his spouse’s presence.
Which was why, on the eve of their wedding, he decided to roust Miss Dawes from the rest of the group during teatime and take her for a walk through Ambley Park’s gallery.
“Are you a lover of art, my lord?” Miss Dawes asked as they strolled down the long hall. It was filled with art collected by Bernard’s ancestors: oil paintings of every Earl and Countess of Gresham dating back to the thirteenth century, sculpted busts, landscapes of Italy and France. 
Bernard rarely remembered to visit this room.
“Not particularly,” he answered his fiancée, who reacted to this with a little pucker across her forehead.
Miss Dawes was a pretty girl, with rich brown curls, a pert nose, and dark eyes that made one feel she was in awe all the time. She was short in stature – she only came up to his shoulder – and Bernard predicted she would be stout after a few children, but as a countess, she would do. 
When they met in London during the Season, Bernard had considered Miss Dawes one of many young ladies who would do. It was only when he saw her laughing with her friend, Miss Winpole, in the shadows at a ball, nearly doubled over in a most unladylike guffaw, that he’d begun to think: perhaps she was the one.
The guffaw had reminded him of that glorious year when he was eighteen, new to the ton, and fell in love. 
It reminded him of Annabelle.
In the ensuing months – dances, walks around gardens, talks over tea – Bernard hadn’t yet figured out how to make Miss Dawes laugh that way with him. Neither had she made him laugh. But he held out hope: if they only got to know each other more, once they became intimate as man and wife, perhaps they would figure out how to be friends. 
“I myself am a fan of the Dutch masters,” Miss Dawes was saying. “I prefer their simplicity in composition to the Italian school. Take this portrait, for example.” They paused in front of the sixth Earl of Gresham, who had advised King James I. The earl glared with a pale face, surrounded by fur blankets, golden ornaments, even a mirror that showed his double in the background. “There’s far too much going on for my taste. I would learn more about the man if he stood alone, a beaming light in the midst of darkness, than with all these symbols.”
Miss Dawes looked up at him expectantly. Bernard cast about for some sort of reply, frustration rising. The painting was the way it was. There was no point bickering about it. 
“I’ll be sure to inform any future portrait artists of your tastes,” he said finally.
Disappointment flickered across her face. Bernard suppressed a sigh; everything they said to each other seemed to be the wrong thing.
And they weren’t even married yet.
They walked on down the hall, silent except for their footfalls on the old stone floor. Miss Dawes paused every now and then to examine this painting or that. Bernard tried to school his thoughts on the positive: with the marriage settlement, he could invest in a canal to run on the western edge of his estate, for better trade. Or he could modernize the east wing of the house, which was rapidly falling into disrepair. 
He could even pay an artist to come keep his wife happy, so that he didn’t have to descend into guilt every time she asked for his opinion on a painting.
They were nearly at the end of the gallery; soon Bernard could suggest they return to the group without betraying his boredom.
But Miss Dawes stopped before one last painting. She leaned forward, peering at it. And Bernard’s stomach twisted into a great big knot.
Annabelle.
“Is this not the Duchess of Surrey?” Miss Dawes asked.
“Yes.” His response came out a little breathlessly. Bernard had not exactly forgotten about this portrait. More, he’d pushed it out of his mind. Refused to think of it. Stopped himself from visiting it at the dead of night, just for a peek at her. 
“Why do you have a portrait of the Duchess of Surrey?”
“The duke commissioned it upon their marriage and had a copy made for everyone in attendance. To show off, I suppose.”
It was an obnoxiously beautiful portrait, but then, Annabelle was an obnoxiously beautiful woman. The painting posed her as Helen of Troy: she wore a white Grecian dress that hung softly around her curves, her golden hair glimmering above her head as a halo, and her blue eyes pierced the viewer in a daring, vulnerable stare.
His parents had reported the wedding was just as over-the-top as the portrait: a golden carriage, a twelve-course banquet, and the duke endlessly referring to the beauty of his bride. Bernard had not attended. He couldn’t. 
Not when the love of his life married a duke three times her age.
“I can’t imagine,” Miss Dawes murmured. Stepping back from the painting, she turned to him, and Bernard detected a measure of anxiety as she said, “Let’s go back to tea, shall we?”
The painting had that effect on people. Annabelle had that effect on people. If she looked at you directly, your soul was seared forever.




Half past three in the afternoon


Annabelle had forgotten how gray the English countryside was in the winter. 
Seven years she’d been gone, following the duke’s whims around Europe, and all she had wanted was to get back to the countryside. The arid hills of Southern France had nothing on her rolling English fields. The olive trees surrounding Grenada were shriveled hags compared to her Sherwood forest. The cows of Bavaria were pig sties next to her English dairies. 
Yet the coach had been rattling down the muddy highway for two and a half days now, and Annabelle couldn’t believe how plain her England was. 
Flat, brown fields. Bare, pale trees. Wide, gray sky.
All these years that she’d been whisked away on her husband’s European jaunts, she had pressed close to her heart two things: the green beauty of England, and the young love of Bernard Talbot.
She had conveniently forgotten that England was only green in the summer. 
She hoped she hadn’t misremembered a thing about Bernard.
They were drawing close now, close enough that Annabelle recognized the curves in the road as they approached Ambley Park. Ever since landing in London, Annabelle had felt nothing but excitement at her plan, but now that the time drew nearer for her to arrive – to see Bernard again, to discover if he was everything she remembered, to hopefully upend his life completely – her chest knotted with nerves.
Her plan was silly, rude, and daring. 
But it was, at the moment, all she had.
“You’ll muss your dress, ma’am, if you keep fidgeting like that,” her maid, Martha, admonished. Prim and proper as a lady herself, Martha sat with a ramrod straight spine throughout the whole journey, despite the bumps. She had been Annabelle’s maid since before Annabelle came out. Martha had coached Annabelle through accepting her fate as the Duchess of Surrey, kept Annabelle company on the long journeys through European country sides in search of a cure for the duke’s unassailable stomach pains, and most recently had helped Annabelle piece together what it meant to be a widow.
She had also been there the first time Annabelle visited Ambley Park. When Annabelle had fallen madly, head-over-heels in love with the wrong man.
“Do you think Bernard will be happy to see me, Martha?”
“You’re showing up the day before his wedding to another woman. Happy he may be to see you, but I imagine his reaction will be a little more complicated than that.”
Annabelle closed her eyes to better conjure her sweet Bernard. The portrait in her mind was worn, the way a touchstone grew shiny and smooth from too much use. Annabelle had pictured Bernard so much, she’d erased all the little details she so wished she could cherish. 
It was in Milan three years ago that she first realized she’d forgotten the color of his eyes. 
In Vienna, she could no longer recall if he had freckles sprayed across his nose from playfulness in the sun.
In Bucharest, she stopped being certain whether Bernard stood tall above her, or if his face aligned with hers.  
But she still remembered his red hair, sticking up in all directions against all efforts from his valet. His delighted smile as she made him laugh with some wicked whisper. The steady, wonderful sensation of him standing mere feet away from her.
The absolute certainty that she loved him, and he loved her. 
Seven years ago, Annabelle had arrived to a summery Ambley Park as the eldest daughter of a baron with three marriage offers already from her first Season. She’d known she would be married to whichever suitor her father chose; she never expected she would fall in love, too. But from the minute she was introduced to Bernard, Annabelle had been lost. 
For one thing, he was adorable. As opposed to all the gentlemen she’d met at the Season – who alternated between looking bored and lecherous – Bernard wore his emotions on his face, and when he looked at her, that emotion was almost always pure admiration. 
For another, they understood each other implicitly. Conversation gushed between them, on every topic under the sun, including personal feelings Annabelle had never imagined discussing with another soul. Her favorite part was how easily Bernard laughed; she had always so loved to make her companions laugh. 
But no matter how hard and fast Annabelle fell in love with Bernard, her father was determined she make the best match she could. Which meant when the Duke of Surrey – one of the richest, oldest families in England – offered for her hand at the end of the house party, Annabelle had to say goodbye to Bernard.
She’d never dared believe she would see him again until last year, when the duke keeled over dead in Hamburg.
And now here she was, just a breath away from beholding Bernard again.
No matter what came from her current quest – even if Bernard turned her out immediately and married his young bride – Annabelle would at least know what he looked like as a man. She would feel the vibration of his voice. She would have a new store of memories to lull her to sleep at night.
The coach slowed, then pulled to a stop. Annabelle peeked out the window at Ambley Park. The old medieval house looked the same: gray stone façade, turreted towers at each corner, slender windows frowning at all visitors. 
Annabelle shivered. The last time she’d been there – for a summer house party – she’d met both Bernard and the Duke of Surrey. 
Who could know what this visit would lead to.




Four in the afternoon


The sun had nearly set when tea broke up and Bernard could slip away for some solitude. There were just a few hours before his mother’s famous New Year’s Eve masquerade ball. But Bernard was in a thoroughly rotten mood that wouldn’t do. 
When he’d planned the whole week, scheduling his wedding after his mother’s infamous masquerade ball had sounded fun. He’d thought perhaps behind costumes, he and Miss Dawes might find a new way to converse, one that didn’t always end in boredom and frustration. 
But now he had lost his enthusiasm. It was just one more party at which he needed to feign excitement. One more dance with a fiancée who would fill the space between them with impossible questions. One where all he’d think of was Annabelle in his arms in that very ballroom seven years ago. 
Bernard retreated to his study, where no one would bother him and he could give himself a thorough talking-to. First, he pulled out the thick book of accounts where his steward dutifully recorded each expense and payment. In particular, he examined the total sums, where the amount owed ballooned so much larger than the amount paid. 
Then Bernard turned to his copy of the marriage settlement. It was such a neat, simple piece of parchment, yet it solved so many of his problems. A dowry worth three times the debt he owed. A wife to bear him heirs. A new set of family connections for his Parliamentary aims. 
Bernard was just getting back to a mood where he could pat himself on the back for his good fortune when his butler knocked at the door. “Pardon me, my lord, but the Duchess of Surrey awaits you in the sitting room.”
Bernard – heart tripping – was quite certain he had not heard that correctly. “Who awaits me?”
“Her Grace Annabelle Battenburg, Duchess of Surrey.”
It was curious how in just one instant, Bernard could have so many reactions. Pure, absolute delight. Sudden sweating nerves. Puddling anxiety. And fear: that even now, he still had heard his man wrong.
Falling back on his good breeding, Bernard pulled himself into a straight line and marched the corridor from the back of the house to the front sitting room. Never had Ambley Park ever felt so large. Each echoing footstep took him that much closer to Annabelle.
Real, breathing Annabelle.
Bernard’s mother had beaten him to the sitting room and was already plying their guest with tea and sandwiches. Bernard froze dumbly at the entrance, staring.
Annabelle really sat there.
She looked exactly the same and entirely different. Her hair was as golden as ever, but now she wore it in thick braids tied up against her head. Her eyes and lips were as playful, only now they were more regal. Her form was just as perfect, only a little plumper, her breasts more pronounced. 
She was a goddess, through and through.
Spotting him, Annabelle rose and crossed to him. She held out her hands. He clasped them both in his, which was too familiar, but he didn’t care. He bowed, inhaling the spicy scent of lavender, and kissed the soft top of her kid gloves. 
“It’s terrible of me to show up like this, I know, but I heard there was a party at Ambley Park and just had to return.”
Her voice was as he remembered: a sweet, breathless song.
“If only we had known you were returned, we would have included you,” Bernard’s mother said. 
Bernard’s brain was slowly catching up with everything. “Last I heard, you were in Warsaw. When did you return to England?” Then, wishing he didn’t need to, he added, “Is His Grace joining us as well?”
Annabelle still held his hand. When she spoke, her eyes – light, honey brown – connected to his. They could have been eighteen again, lost in each other’s company. “It seems the news did not precede me. His Grace departed this earth in Hamburg last year. It has taken that long to settle the affairs abroad. I’ve only just landed at Dover three days ago.”
Bernard saw now a strip of black crepe around Annabelle’s sleeve, a nod to her widowhood. 
She was free from the duke. Past her period of mourning.
And her first stop had been to see him.
Bernard’s mother now stood, too. “How wonderful that you came to Ambley Park. I’m sure you are aware that tomorrow we celebrate Lord Gresham’s marriage to the daughter of the Marquess of Ipswich?”
Bernard released Annabelle’s hand. His mother, of course, had known about their affection for each other and had even tried to convince Annabelle’s parents to entertain an offer from their considerably poorer coffers. 
But just as it had been improper for Bernard to see Annabelle after her engagement, so it was unwise to stare into her eyes when he was mere hours away from his own wedding.
Annabelle smiled. She was so terrifically gorgeous when she smiled. Bernard thought his heart might melt. “Of course. I am here to celebrate the marriage of my good friend.”
“We’re having a masquerade tonight,” he said. “Perhaps you will save me the minuet.”
From behind Annabelle’s shoulder, Lady Gresham daggered him with a disapproving glare. He didn’t care. Annabelle smiled again and, in that wonderful little whisper of hers, said, “I can hardly wait.”
Marriage be damned. He was going to have one last dance with Annabelle, and nothing on earth could stop him.




Seven in the evening


Annabelle wished she had Martha’s poise. 
Martha set to work preparing the guest quarters for Annabelle, without any fluttering or sighing or saying thrice over, “Did you see how orange his hair still is?” Meanwhile Annabelle – who had always prided herself on keeping her emotions under tight rein – couldn’t stand still. She stalked from the settee to the bed to the window and back again, as if pacing the imported carpets would quiet her mind. 
She would do better to borrow some of Martha’s stoicism. But then, Martha hadn’t just seen her long-lost love for the first time in years.
Annabelle sank against the windowsill at the memory of Bernard sailing into the room. When his mother had received her with a guarded smile, Annabelle had almost lost her courage. Hang the fact that he was marrying tomorrow – what if Bernard had forgotten Annabelle altogether? What if she was just one in a line of women he had romanced in the summer sun? 
But he had hurried down the corridor to see her, his heels clipping like a horse’s canter against the parquet floor. And he had looked – well, he had been Bernard. She’d found the answers to some of her questions about him: his eyes were an icy blue; his nose stood free of freckles; and he rose nearly half a head taller than her, which now she remembered was one of the reasons kissing him felt so perfectly right. His body was a little fuller than at eighteen, his clothes fitting that much more fashionably, though his ears were still too large for his head. And his smile. 
That had been the same. Eager. Delighted. Undisguised. 
Pinning her to the center of his world. 
“Will you be wanting to wear the full costume tonight?” Martha asked, returning Annabelle to reality. 
Annabelle had left most of her luggage in London, bringing with her only one trunk of clothes and another of linens, dishes, and other travel necessities. Knowing that Lady Gresham would be hosting her annual New Year’s Eve masquerade, though, she had been sure to pack her Venetian disguise. Even though its skirts required a pannier that took up most of the trunk. 
Joining Martha at the armoire, Annabelle considered the question. She could wear the grand Venetian dress with only a silk mask across her eyes. It would fulfill the expectations of a masquerade without making a great spectacle. It was, perhaps, the more polite option, considering she had shown up uninvited. Lady Gresham herself may want to be the spectacle of the ball. Or Bernard’s intended, the mysterious Miss Dawes, may expect that distinction. 
But the dress was meant to be worn with the full disguise. A glittering porcelain mask that covered her nose and forehead. A net over her hair. No cape hiding the slope of her shoulders, only a glittering diamond necklace that pulled attention to her decolletage. An outfit that transformed her into a hidden princess. That commanded all the attention in the room.
She really shouldn’t wear it. But neither should she be here. Neither should she have pressed her palms into Bernard’s and drunk in his smile and offered her widowhood like a promise. 
Seven years ago, Annabelle had married the Duke of Surrey to please her parents. She had rattled about Europe to please her husband. She had remained abroad for the last year to please his miserable family. 
Now she was finally here. To please herself. There was no point worrying that she would steal too much attention.
She had come here to claim Bernard Talbot for herself, and that was what she would do. In full masquerade costume or none at all.




Eight in the evening


Bernard did not question the excitement bubbling between his ribs as he skipped down to the ballroom. He was always excited for his mother’s New Year’s Eve masquerade. The costumes, the dancing, the endless food and bottomless bowls of punch. After midnight, the dancing would morph from stately allemandes into rowdier jigs. Someone would inevitably make a fool of themselves from too much drink. Someone else would be caught with another’s wife in the gardens. He should be alarmed if he wasn’t excited, and there was no need to interrogate himself any further on the matter.
Miss Dawes awaited him with her parents in the drawing room. They were all recognizable, hardly even attempting to join in the spirit of the masquerade beyond limp cotton masks across their eyes. Bernard, offering his arm, attempted a compliment. “You have outdone yourself, my dear.”
His tongue tripped over the endearment. The mangled “de-de-that is, dear,” hung in the air. Miss Dawes blinked; her parents paused; Bernard heard it repeat, as if caught in an endless echo across the room. Finally Miss Dawes, with a bracing smile, said, “Shall we, then?”
The ballroom was modest enough that the crowd of forty – which included their neighbors in addition to the two dozen house guests – felt like a crush. Escorting Miss Dawes out for the first dance, Bernard took in the costumes. He spotted four Venuses, two Cupids, and several generic domino capes, in addition to a few couple disguises like Night and Day, Hamlet and Ophelia, and Dido and Aeneas. 
He couldn’t see Annabelle beneath any of the costumes. Perhaps he wasn’t looking hard enough. Perhaps she was still dressing, saving her appearance for later in the night.
Or perhaps she had retreated. Perhaps that one glimpse of him had been enough for her, had satisfied her nostalgia, and she was even now on the road back to London, to make a new life with some new man who was not engaged to be married tomorrow morning. 
The dance figure reunited him with Miss Dawes, requiring him to cross an arm behind her waist and march in a circle. It was reminder enough: he had no business worrying over whether his household would have notified him if Annabelle had departed. 
“What are you supposed to be?” Miss Dawes asked over the orchestra, tilting her head back ever so slightly to evaluate him. “I cannot quite make it out.”
“Why, my lady, is it not obvious? I am Harlequin!” Bernard had commissioned the costume in London: an Italian clown with matching patterned doublet and breeches, as well as a gold-painted mask that covered the bulk of his face. 
The dance spun Miss Dawes away from him before she could respond. As he cut a corresponding diagonal line, his gaze landed on the entranceway. Just in time to see a beauty in full Venetian regalia enter. 
Annabelle. 
It was not true that the whole ball stopped upon her entrance. The musicians kept sawing at their instruments without missing a beat. The dancers progressed down their lines. The footmen replaced the empty punch bowl with a fresh one. 
Yet her entrance did disrupt the room. Like a door blowing open with a gust of wind. Everyone’s head turned towards her. Words died upon people’s lips. 
Miss Dawes, rejoining Bernard in the course of the quadrille, exclaimed, “Oh, what a beautiful gown!”
And it was. Rich, maroon fabric that spilled across panniers. Gold embroidery glittering across the hems. A neckline that curved downward to display her perfect, plump breasts. Bernard tore his gaze away, lest his cheeks flame with lust.
“Who is she?” Miss Dawes asked as Annabelle stepped further into the ballroom. “Do you know?”
Bernard tried not to watch Annabelle glide to the punch table. The crowd parted as if she were the queen, too sacred to touch. She held her chin high, tilting her head every now and then to acknowledge her worshippers. Someone – a dandy in costume as a priest – darted forward to pour pink punch into a crystal glass for her. 
Miss Dawes mused further, “Not someone who has been with us this whole time, else that is an ingenious disguise. I don’t recognize a thing about her. Do you?”
Bernard swallowed. Tried to control his voice. Attempted not to betray his true feelings as he answered his fiancee. “That is the Duchess of Surrey.”
As if she heard his voice, Annabelle looked up. Through her mask, her gaze landed on him. And she curtsied, a quick but low dip that paid tribute to him. 
Bernard’s skin flamed with excitement. 
Beside him, Miss Dawes said only, “Oh.”




Half past nine in the evening


The plan, so far, was going well. Her late entrance had successfully commanded the attention of the room. She heard the murmurs behind her as she moved through the room, some guessing at her identity and others commenting on her outfit. Among the sedate English costumes, she stood out like a sore thumb. But that was nothing new to Annabelle. The duke – already past fifty, with three healthy sons older than she – had married Annabelle for her beauty, and wherever they went, he dressed her in the most extravagant outfits to show off his prowess as a husband. 
Annabelle would feel uncomfortable if people didn’t whisper about her as she left them in her wake.
It took a quarter hour or so for anyone to ask her to dance, a phenomenon Annabelle was again used to. She intimidated men. Beneath her draping, they saw not a human being but a deity, the culmination of wealth and beauty and youth. To approach her meant risking rejection of the embodiment of their dreams. It took them a drink or two to build up the courage.
She accepted the dances offered her. That was part of the plan, too, so as not to put Bernard in an awkward position as her only dance partner. A Cupid led her through the allemande, a highwayman the second quadrille, and a Louis XVI with a red scarf about his throat danced the Scotch reel with her. This last partner made the most attempts at conversation, first spouting his opinion of the state of the monarchy and then listing his greatest ancestors. As the dance ended, he asked, “Madam, I am sure we have met before. In Vauxhall Gardens, perhaps?”
An amusing ploy to discover her identity. “I was not aware King Louis ever visited Vauxhall Gardens,” she replied. This was a masquerade, after all; she had the right to remain anonymous at least until midnight. 
Her partner’s thick eyebrows furrowed in frustration. Guilt flickered across Annabelle’s pulse, for she had been raised to please men at whatever cost. 
A younger version of her would paper over the moment, offer a smile and her name, all to claw back into the man’s good standings.
Annabelle was her own woman now. No one’s daughter or wife, and certainly not the steward to this man’s emotional tantrums. So she peeled away from him, rather than repent, and crossed to the refreshment table. 
“I recommend the ham,” came from a young woman standing with a cup of punch held carefully between both her gloved hands. “It is cured on the premises with a recipe secret to the Talbot family.”
“Is that so?” Annabelle helped herself to some of the meat from the cold collation while surveying her companion. She was a short woman, with brown hair curled tightly against her head and shoulders squeezed into a poorly-cut pink dress. Her only disguise was a cotton mask. 
“It is the honey glaze that makes the difference, I should think,” the woman said with a friendly smile. 
The ham truly was better than any Annabelle had partaken recently. A sweet and savory combination that lingered pleasantly on her tongue. It stirred a memory of a picnic in the meadow, stealing glances at Bernard beside her, wondering if he could possibly feel the same surge of energy each time they were near. 
“Lord Gresham told me who you are.” This was stated as a fact. Yet, there was an undercurrent to her companion’s words. Envy, fear, anger, or something else Annabelle couldn’t discern.
Annabelle padded her tone with extra civility as she replied, “You have the advantage, then. I don’t believe we have been introduced.”
“I am Miss Dawes.”
This was Bernard’s fiancee, then. A girl of flesh and bones, who had thoughtful brown eyes and a plucky way about her. The woman he would marry tomorrow, unless Annabelle could execute her plan and convince him to marry her instead. The lady upon whom Annabelle hoped to heap the scandal of the decade.
She wondered if Bernard was charmed by the girl. If he smiled at her the way he beamed at Annabelle. 
“You must be very excited for tomorrow,” Annabelle said, her throat and tongue dry. 
Miss Dawes’s expression betrayed no emotion. Except, perhaps, knowledge. She knew who Annabelle was. Bernard had told her. Had he gone so far as to tell his fiancée who Annabelle was to him? Had he confessed the way he had clutched Annabelle’s fingers in his just hours ago? Had he admitted to the light that lit his eyes when he smiled at her? 
Regret yanked at Annabelle. She had not even had so much as a letter from Bernard for seven years. He had asked a different woman to marry him. And now Annabelle could be so cruel as to try to steal him away? Fool enough to presume that he might still yearn for Annabelle as deeply as she did for him?
“The new year is always exciting,” Miss Dawes responded at last. As if her wedding day did not exist. Then, plucking up a piece of ham, her gaze moved to something beyond Annabelle. “Ah, here comes your partner for the minuet.”
She melted into the crowd as Bernard reached Annabelle. Leaving just enough time for Annabelle’s heart to jump in excitement – and her stomach to clench with nerves.
Bernard bowed, his Harlequin mask slipping to reveal a sliver of pale forehead beneath his red hair. Despite the disguise that went all the way down his chin, Annabelle could feel his smile, making her the only person in the whole world. “Are you ready for the minuet?”
She placed her hand in his palm. They both wore gloves; she couldn’t feel his skin, couldn’t tell whether his pulse leapt at the contact. As she followed him onto the dance floor, she spotted Miss Dawes in the corner, partnerless, framed between an older man and woman. 
Annabelle almost lost her nerve again. Almost cried off with a megrim, to leave Bernard to his fate with the marquess’s daughter who would never do something so cruel as to upend someone else’s wedding. 
Then the musicians struck up their instruments. Bernard positioned her in their lines. And – as if they had spent all these last seven years together – they fell into conversation. 
It was easy. Delightful. Even though they spoke of silly nothings: her favorite European cities, his racehorses, the latest news of Napoleon. Annabelle rushed through words to fit that many more into the dance. She made Bernard laugh, and that filled her with such joy that she had to do it again. He chuckled at an anecdote about the Prince of Monaco, barked in delight at her suggestion of naming a racehorse “Slow Tortoise,” and nearly doubled over in ungentlemanly guffaws when she repeated the old saw that Napoleon was compensating for something.
Around them, heads turned, but Annabelle just couldn’t bring herself to care. 
And yet, the minuet could only last a quarter hour. Annabelle’s plan hadn’t included wasting all that time on jokes. She had wanted to discover whether Bernard missed her as she did him. She had wanted to convince him to marry her instead. 
Yet she found herself in a left-hand turn with Louis XVI, nearing the end of the dance, and with no clear picture on whether Bernard had any feeling for her beyond nostalgia. 
The minuet was not enough. She had too many questions to put to Bernard. Too many explanations to demand. Too many wishes that she could not bare in a ballroom. Seizing the momentum of the dance, she surged towards Bernard, and purposefully tripped so that she landed in his arms, her lips a breath away from his ear. “Meet me in the garden at half past eleven.”
His hands cupped her elbows. For that moment, he held her close. As a husband holds a wife. 
Then he set her back into the dance figure. Annabelle feared he might not answer at all. But he did, just before they whirled away from each other again. 
“As you wish, Your Grace.”




Half past eleven in the evening


The promise of midnight grew as Bernard excused himself to the necessary. The footmen were assembling the bells and pots they would clang to announce the new year. Bernard slunk out the back of the house behind the kitchen and looped around to the garden. In hopes no one would see him. 
The wintry night pinched with cold, but Bernard barely felt it. He was too excited. He wasn’t sure he was actually conscious; this felt too much like a dream. Annabelle in her Venetian outfit was straight from his fantasies. Dancing with her at his arm was how he’d imagined stealing her away from the duke for years.
And now an illicit meeting in the garden. He didn’t care if it ruined his plans for 1811. He only wanted to prolong every instant he could steal with her.
The clock had just finished striking the half hour when Annabelle emerged from the ballroom doors. Bernard waited as long as he could – barely a moment – before launching from his shadowy corner. “Your Grace.”
Stepping close, she took his outstretched hand. “Surely in the darkness you can call me Annabelle again.”
“Annabelle.” His heart hammered to have her name on his lips. He drew her deeper into the garden to where no one would stumble upon them. “How is it that you have been a widow for a year, and I didn’t know?”
She tightened her grip on his hand. “I wanted to write. I thought about writing. I started a million letters. But I hadn’t had news of you for years. I didn’t know if you were married, or even alive.”
Bernard had never written her either. If he wrote his true feelings and her husband found the letters, her safety might have been jeopardized. And if he had written only the mundane, covered his heartbreak with news of the horses, he might have bored her to death. 
He realized now that he had been in the better position: since the ton loved to gossip about the Duke of Surrey’s strange ailments, whenever news arrived about the duke’s latest health trials, it spread through London faster than a fire. Bernard had never considered that Annabelle wouldn’t reciprocally receive news about him.
“When I arrived to London three days ago, I heard of your nuptials for the first time. And I know it’s wicked of me to arrive now, but I simply had to see you.”
In their little corner of the garden, shielded from the ballroom by a yew hedge, Bernard could only see her by moonlight. He slid her mask above her face to better see her eyes, luminous in the reflecting light. She looked up at him with nothing but hope. “Have you missed me?”
“Missed you?” He nearly choked on the words. How well he remembered the last time they’d stolen away to this garden, in the heat of the summer, when he had first confessed his love to her. And they’d pressed close to each other, promising to find a way to be together. “I have hardly breathed without you.”
Annabelle let out a little sigh. The heat of her breath puffed against his skin. A ghost of the physical intimacy they had shared in the past. 
Untying his mask, Bernard stepped close enough that his toes snuck beneath the umbrella of her skirts. 
“I have kept up with news of your travel. I can picture you in each city. Always poised. Capturing every heart you meet. I see you so clearly.”
Her head tilted downwards, so that instead of her eyes, Bernard could see only the mask perched atop her hair. A grotesque interpretation of a face when it didn’t have any irises or cheeks or lips behind it. 
His words weren’t coming out as he intended.
“What I don’t know – what I can’t imagine – is what you think. How you feel. What you want. All these years, I have only been able to picture your days as if they were paintings. Not as if they add up to a real life. Tell me, won’t you? What it has been like for you? What do you plan for the new year?”
She shook her head. For a moment, Bernard thought he had insulted her. That she wouldn’t answer at all. The mask shifted across her hair, teetering towards the ground, where it would crash on the gravel. 
“What it was like isn’t worth dwelling on. Except I was lonely. And unhappy. And…” She didn’t find the word she sought. Annabelle raised her head again, and Bernard could see her eyes shining with tears in the moonlight. “I don’t have any plans. Only dreams. I want to use my mind. I want to host salons and talk with the greatest minds of our generation. I want those minds to hear me when I speak. I want to be more than a beautiful body in a beautiful dress.”
“You are already more than that.” Which was why her portrait had never been enough. Why he had languished in only being able to picture her. Why even tonight, watching her from afar had left him feeling alone and desperate and wanting.
Annabelle raised her right palm to his cheek. Her gloved thumb stroked the slope of his cheekbone. “Did you truly miss me?”
As if he could have forgotten her. As if the promises they had made each other in this very garden seven years ago could have been discarded. As if his heart could beat for another.
Bernard couldn’t say the words again. Instead, he swooped down, catching her tender lips with his. 
It was a kiss years in the making. It was not soft and slow, but needy, gulping, as if they would never touch again. Bernard gripped her waist in two hands, holding her close, as she explored his lips. Her hand snaked around his torso and palmed his bum, angling him ever closer. He responded in kind, cupping her petticoated bottom with one hand and freeing her breasts of their cage with the other. He dotted her bosom with kisses, remembering how large and pert her nipples grew under the right circumstances. He could spend eternity with her breasts. But she pulled him back to her lips, devouring him with a hungry, fervent kiss. Her hands raced to his neck, started untangling the knot of his bowtie.
This had been their summer. Stolen moments that heated to a precipice – one they had never crossed. Because they had always known Annabelle would end up married to another.
And now, as her fingers crept under his shirt, Bernard remembered he was the one promised to another. To a perfectly lovely young woman who waited in the other room. Who would be his wife in a matter of hours.  
He took a great, painful step backwards.
“I’m to be married tomorrow.”
Annabelle covered her bare nipples with her palms. “I know.”
“I cannot in good conscience go further than this. I should not have let this go as far as it did.” Bernard cleared his throat, trying not to feel like a cad. Trying not to feel like a desperate, heartbroken fool. “I only meant to talk with you.” 
“When I dream, Bernard, I am married to you.”
Bernard’s mouth went dry. How wonderful that would be. To have Annabelle as his wife. To breakfast, luncheon, and sup with her. To laugh with her every day. To make love to her.
But he did not need just a wife. He needed a fortune, and as the widow of a duke who had three heirs, Annabelle would now be sustained only at the mercy of her family. 
He could not say this to her. Instead, Bernard mustered, “Miss Dawes does not deserve that kind of scandal.”
 “I have been the wife in a marriage without love. Scandal may be preferred to unhappiness.” Annabelle fastened her mask back across her face. “I understand I am asking the impossible. But you deserve to act from the heart, rather than duty. And if you so choose, I will be here, hoping desperately to be your wife.”
From the ballroom came singing. Should old acquaintance be forgot, and never left behind…
Annabelle dotted a masqueraded kiss to his cheek. “Happy New Year, my love.”
Then she disappeared into the night.




New Year's Day

Ten in the morning



When Bernard awoke the next morning, it took him a few minutes to remember it was New Year’s Day. His wedding day. He’d spent the night dreaming of Annabelle: torrid dreams of her naked in his sheets, sweet dreams of walking hand-in-hand through a blooming countryside, bitter dreams of them arguing. 
None had featured the unfortunate Miss Dawes.
Rising, Bernard surveyed his estate from the vantage of his bedroom. He could see all the way to the river miles away that glittered blue in the winter morning sunlight. The spire of the parish church gleamed like a beacon of truth. 
And the sunlight lay bare all the shortcomings of Ambley Park, as well. The crumbled Greek folly arcing over the top of the hill. The brown fields that hadn’t yielded crops for three years straight. The tenant houses that bowed under the weight of the wind. 
He was lord and master, which meant he needed to bring an income to fix his home. Not marry any old duchess.
No matter how much he loved her.
Yet even as he rang for his valet to start dressing for the ceremony, all Bernard could see was Annabelle’s face. All he could smell was her – lavender and human desire, mixed in a heady gulp of breath. All he could think was that he daren’t live without her.
You deserve to act from the heart. 
He went through the motions of shaving, dressing in his wedding suit, arranging his hat and gloves and cane just so. But Bernard was beyond a jumble of nerves. The very idea of going down to the chapel turned his stomach. If it wasn’t Annabelle, it simply wouldn’t do.
With still an hour before the ceremony, Bernard decided to take a walk around the grounds, the better to calm himself. He had felt this aching before, when Annabelle was promised to the duke. Eventually, he had learned to think again. He would this time, too. All he needed was a little space.
The morning was brisk, though above freezing, and the path soft under his feet. Bernard walked away from the gardens, the better to forget Annabelle. Still, he heard her whisper in every rustle of the bare branches. 
A quarter mile from the back of the house, the path turned into the manicured woods, leading eventually to the glimmering Ambley pond. Bernard was just entering the birch trees when he discovered a figure ahead of him.
His mind was so clouded that at first his heart sped up, thinking immediately that it was Annabelle. But in just as quick an instant, he recognized the short figure could not possibly be his duchess. No, in fact, it was Miss Dawes.
Bernard frowned. Surely the bride should be safely in her quarters, preparing for the ceremony. Instead, not only was she about the property alone, but she seemed to be perched on a log, scribbling in a journal.
Clearing his throat, Bernard stepped within range. “Good morning.”
She looked up with a start. He was reminded that his fiancée was not without her charms: she had a pretty face, but it simply didn’t compare to his heart’s commitment to Annabelle. “My lord.”
“Are you quite alright, out here by yourself?” 
Miss Dawes blushed, shutting her journal with a thump. “I do apologize. I was overcome with the need to write a poem, and I craved solitude.”
In all his life, Bernard had never even had the idea of writing a poem, so much as the need to do so. Miss Dawes was as remarkable as she was incomprehensible. 
And he couldn’t help but notice a little tug at the bottom of her smile, as if she was trying very hard not to cry. He wondered if there was any correlation between their impending nuptials and the desperate need to write.
“Miss Dawes, this is rather forward of me, but I do wonder. Are you excited to marry me today?”
The mere question drained all blood from her face. To her credit, she tried very hard to look convincing as she said, “What young lady wouldn’t be excited to marry you?”
“That is not an answer.” Bernard took the liberty of sitting beside her on the log. It was cold beneath the seat of his pants. He couldn’t imagine how she felt, wearing only a delicate skirt and petticoats. “Do you know what first drew me to you? It was at some ball in town. I saw you in a corner with your friend, then Miss Winpole, and you two were laughing far more than appropriate for young ladies. I saw that, and I thought, maybe you would make me laugh that way. And maybe I could make you laugh that way as well.”
Miss Dawes looked down at her journal. “My mother would be quite horrified to hear that I was observed to be so unladylike.”
“Indeed.” Bernard chuckled. He realized it was the first time he’d ever gotten even that far in conversation with Miss Dawes. “I’ve been hoping that as we drew closer and closer to a marriage, we would find the type of conversation that would be so friendly. Yet I’m afraid I’m terribly dull to you. I don’t have an interest in music or painting or poetry or anything that you so enjoy. And by the same token, you don’t care about horses or boxing or any of the things I know how to talk about.”
She smiled. “I’ve been trying so very hard not to show it.”
“Your efforts have been admirable.” Bernard didn’t quite know where he was going with all this. It felt good to have said it, though it solved nothing. 
Miss Dawes was the one to speak next. “On top of all that, you’re hopelessly in love with Her Grace, aren’t you?”
Her Grace. No further words needed to be spoken. It was as if Annabelle herself sat down next to him, warm and soft and lovely, just when named. He sighed. “Is it that obvious?”
“I’m afraid so. Have you always been?”
“Yes.” It was true: from the first moment he ever saw her, Bernard had loved Annabelle. “We met the summer of her coming out. At a house party here at Ambley Park. I wanted to marry her, but I didn’t hold a candle to the Duke of Surrey’s offer.”
Miss Dawes leaned closer, touching her shoulder to Bernard’s. “Don’t you think you ought to marry her now, then?”
What a surprising thing to hear from the young, wide-eyed girl at his side. “What about you?”
She patted her journal. “It will be a scandal, of course. But one way or another, I imagine I’ll survive.”
Money be damned. If Miss Dawes herself was telling him to marry Annabelle, he’d be a fool not to do it.
Leaping to his feet, Bernard dotted his fiancée’s hand with a kiss. “You may always count me as a friend, Miss Dawes.”
 Then he raced back to the house.




Half past ten in the morning


Annabelle had changed outfits three times already. No matter what dress she donned, it didn’t quite seem right to watch her beloved marry another woman.
She’d considered getting straight in her carriage and riding away, rather than stay for the ceremony and banquet. But that would cause almost as much scandal as if Bernard jilted Miss Dawes, and the whole point of his marriage was to save face. 
So Annabelle would do the honorable thing. Even if it tore her heart apart.
At least she had asked for what she wanted, for once. She could have let Bernard disappear from the garden last night without ever telling him he should marry her. Yet Annabelle had found the courage to speak the truth of her heart, no matter that it was uncomfortable. 
She understood why Bernard was staying the course. Had he been the duke, he would have chosen whichever path would bring him the most pleasure. But Bernard did not expect life to align itself into details that would please him and him alone. He thought of others. He prioritized others, even. 
It was one of the reasons Annabelle loved him. And now it was the reason she could not have him.
Her only solace in the whole miserable situation was that Miss Dawes would not be wronged today, after all. 
She had just put on her gray silk tea dress – the most modest gown she owned, with buttons straight up to her collarbone – when there came a knock at the door. Martha went to answer it. “Lord Gresham, I’m afraid Her Grace is still dressing.”
Annabelle spun around. “Let him in.”
Martha measured her in one long look. Then she stepped back, letting Bernard in. Proving her worth, she promptly disappeared into the corridor.
Leaving Annabelle alone with Bernard.
He was dressed as a groom, in a thick gray morning coat and imported silk tie. More to the point, Bernard was flush and out of breath, as if he’d run up to her door. The pink of his skin clashed with the red of his hair most adorably. Annabelle wanted to stamp him with a kiss.
Instead, she waited.
“This is entirely improper of me,” Bernard started, breathless. “I’ve been very improper ever since you got here, I’m afraid. And I mean the first time you got here, back when we were eighteen. I’ve been lost to you since the first time I saw you. You have always been and will always be the only one I love.
“Last night, when I pushed you away, I thought I could recover again. I’ve lived the last seven years, after all. Surely, I would be able to live the rest of my life without you.
“But that life would be hollow. You are the sun in my sky, Annabelle. You are the one who makes me laugh. The one who holds my heart.”
Annabelle couldn’t hold back a little cry as Bernard took her hand and sank to one knee. She started to accept him right then and there, but he kept speaking.
“I do not have much to offer you, Your Grace. My fortunes are very low. I am rich in land and debt. I had hoped to improve that with a dowry, but I don’t think my soul would withstand such a bargain. I cannot give you the life you’re accustomed to. However, if you’ll have me, I will give you love and devotion every day of your life.
“Annabelle, will you do me the honor of marrying me?”
Annabelle realized she must never have expected her plan to actually work. Because she hadn’t prepared herself for this moment, when happiness was only a word away. For a moment, it nearly overwhelmed her. Her chest constricted – and it felt like panic. 
But then Bernard smiled. That perfect, eager, loving smile. The one that even hidden from the moonlight last night had promised her he saw her. Not as a thing of beauty but as a human being. And the panic flooded into pure joy.
She tugged her love to his feet. “I will. Of course I will.” And she kissed him, their first unfettered embrace. His lips on hers, pinning her to his world once and always. 
This moment almost made the seven years of waiting worth it.
“What of the money?” Bernard asked, pulling away. “Does that not bother you?”
He was so earnest, this love of hers. He watched her with honest, anxious eyes, as if she would turn him away now. As if she wouldn’t choose the poorhouse if only to be with him.
Annabelle pressed a kiss to his nose. “The duke settled enough money on me upon his death, so I would never have to worry. He intended it to keep me from marrying again. Possessive even in death. But I can do with it as I will. And it should do quite nicely to fill the earldom’s coffers, if so needed.”
The look of shock on Bernard’s face was enough to make Annabelle giggle. Then he started to chuckle, and suddenly instead of kissing all they did was hold each other and laugh. Annabelle tucked her face against Bernard’s, relishing in the feel of his arms around her, his happiness ensconcing her.
If a portraitist had been around, they would have painted their masterpiece. Except not even the prince regent’s brushes could capture the fullness of her heart. No canvas was wide enough for her heart. No tint nuanced enough to reflect the glow of Bernard’s perfect, wonderful smile.
Their moment was fleeting, but it didn’t matter. Bernard had chosen her. They didn’t need just a moment anymore. They had a lifetime.
Let the New Year bells ring.
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Excerpt from The Duchess Wager
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The duke was sure he'd win the wager...until he met Margot

[image: image-placeholder]Somewhere between Gretna Green and Carlisle, Fitz concluded he had left lovely Earth and descended straight to Hell.
How else could one explain being trapped in a carriage – not even his own – with two newlyweds who wouldn’t stop pawing each other?
Of course, he’d always imagined Hell a bit warmer than the frigid January air of Northern England. This must be a special torment reserved for dukes like him: to freeze eternally while watching his once-rational best friend offer endless hand rubs to his new wife.
“Only you could look so adorable with a red nose,” Annabelle, the new Lady Gresham, cooed. 
“The worst winter in Cumberland couldn’t make you any less a goddess,” Talbot responded, in a tone Fitz had never heard from his friend before embarking on this damned adventure with the couple.
There had been six Dukes of Harrodshire before Fitz, and surely, none of them had been stupid enough to help their best friend elope.
He’d been happily enjoying the house party to ring in the New Year and celebrate Talbot’s upcoming marriage to a Miss Dawes when Talbot’s long-lost love Annabelle, the Duchess of Surrey, had arrived from the Continent with the news that she was now a widow. Stunning everyone, Talbot had thrown Miss Dawes aside to elope with the duchess in Gretna Green at the Scottish border.
Fool that he was, Fitz had agreed to accompany them. Not that Talbot needed anyone to stand up with him in the elopement town. Fitz was only there to facilitate the next part of the happy couple’s journey: to announce the marriage to the new Duke of Surrey. Annabelle’s stepson, fifteen years older than she, had never favored his stepmother, and she feared he would refuse her the settlement his father had promised her. Since Fitz was unluckily the fellow’s cousin – perhaps, too, because Fitz was known around town as the Diplomatic Duke – they hoped his presence would lessen the shock of the scandal to Annabelle’s former family. 
When he agreed, Fitz had pictured himself making the journey on his trusty mare, Roona, rather than ensconced in the marital coach. But he wasn’t accustomed to the whistling wind on the Cumbrian mountain passes. He’d decided a few hours ago that being stuck with lovebirds was preferable to freezing to death atop his steed.
He was beginning to think he’d chosen wrong.
It wasn’t that Fitz objected to Talbot’s newfound happiness; nor did he consider marriage a foolish occupation. It was that the carriage reeked of emotion. On their side  it was an overbearing perfume of joy, love, desire, humor, and hope. As for Fitz, soon he was going to have to admit to one or two emotions of his own. Which was precisely what he objected to.
“Do you think there’s going to be a storm?” Lady Gresham asked, peeling her eyes from Talbot for the first time in ages to peek behind the window curtain “It’s so very gray.”
Talbot rubbed her palms more vigorously. “You’ve been gone too long, my dear. England is always gray.”
Fitz’s knee had ached all day from an old injury, as it usually did when buckets of precipitation approached. And he’d been watching the clouds as they swelled dark along the edges, as if smudged with angry charcoal.
“The maid at the inn this morning told me it would snow today,” Lady Gresham protested. “Perhaps we should find a place to stay, rather than get stuck on the road in a flurry.”
Talbot opened his mouth, then closed it again. He turned to Fitz. “Where are we anyway?”
“Lake District. Passed Carlisle an hour ago or so.”
“Say we can stop in the nearest town,” Lady Gresham pressed. “I do hate to feel exposed in a carriage in bad weather. Anything can happen.”
Talbot, predictably, melted. “Of course, my darling.”
Fitz grimaced. Staying in town meant another night squeezing into whatever accommodations the local inn could provide. In Gretna Green – overcrowded that first week of January with elopers – the newlyweds had gotten a suite while he’d been relegated to a hatbox above the stables on a mattress stuffed with moldy straw. He could only imagine what a small town on the little-used northern roads would offer up.
“We are nearing the seat of the Baron of Eastley. Perhaps this is a good time to pay a visit…” As he suggested this, Fitz raised his eyebrow in what he knew to be an intimidating gesture. Most of the time, the ducal eyebrow incited immediate action, a scurrying out of his way, even a gasp every now and then.
Lady Gresham – who, to be fair, had herself been a duchess until the day before – merely summoned a smile of delight in response. “Perfect. We can wait out the storm among friends.”
It was the lesser of two evils. Fitz hated imposing unexpectedly on others of the ton only slightly less than he hated being stuck with his present traveling companions. He knew next to nothing about the Baron of Eastley, other than that he was getting along in years, had two married daughters instead of a direct heir, and lived at a seat somewhere up in these forsaken northern counties. Rapping on the ceiling of the coach, he braved the cutting wind to arrange with the driver – nearly a human icicle – to go directly to the baron’s Bleneccle Manor, as soon as they could figure out where it was.
“I don’t know what we’d do without you, Your Grace,” Lady Gresham cooed as they pressed onward. 
He knew what he’d do without them. For one thing, he’d already be warm and snug at his favored Pembroke Abbey on the southern coast. He’d likely be reviewing the accounts with his steward, or riding the grounds, or perhaps holed up in his study with a snifter of brandy to work on his three proposed reforms for the Parliamentary season. 
He wouldn’t be counting the bumps in the road that stood between him and a nice hot fire. 
“I suppose you could do without us, eh?” Talbot picked up the response, ears reddening as if he were only now realizing their behavior. “Perhaps we’d better engage in civilized conversation for a bit, light of my life.”
Lady Gresham obligingly slid into her own seat. “Yes, let us turn the conversation to our honorable companion. You’ve never been married, Your Grace?”
This not being the first time he’d been quizzed by a female on his marital plans, Fitz knew he had two options: change the subject or entertain the topic long enough to satisfy her curiosity.
He attempted the first. “Call me Fitz. After this trip, we surely must be close enough to use Christian names.”
“Then I am Annabelle.” She smiled, running her eyes appraisingly across his face. “You are not yet married, but you must be close to thirty if not over it now. It is getting to be the prime age to begin the business of heirs.”
The first option having proved ineffective, Fitz supposed he could stand to indulge the lady’s interest. “You are astute. I suppose this Season or next, I’ll walk away with a bride. However, I have exacting tastes, particularly when it comes to my future duchess. Not just any debutante will do.”
“Let me guess,” Talbot drawled. “You have a list of requirements drawn up in the care of your undersecretary. She must be beautiful, intelligent, equal parts haughty and approachable, appropriately interested in politics, and not too invested in receiving your attention.”
Fitz offered a laugh at his own expense, though Talbot’s comment was a little too close to the mark for his comfort. He had never written down a list, never discussed it with a member of his staff, yet certainly he had decided on the features that would make his duchess successful. And Talbot had listed most of them.
“You expect to find all those qualities in an innocent debutante?” Annabelle raised her golden eyebrows in doubt. “Sometimes I wonder how we expect our young ladies to be ready for marriage at the tender age of twenty when we fully anticipate the young gentlemen needing another decade to ripen.”
An astute comment, one Fitz hadn’t expected from a woman renowned primarily for her likeness to Venus. 
“And what of affection?” she continued. “If not love, don’t you wish for some sort of mutual affection between yourself and your wife?”
“I imagine that should I meet a young lady whose qualities are those I seek, affection will arise naturally, given that she is everything I desire.”
Annabelle narrowed her eyes at him. Fitz felt for a moment that she could see straight through his words to the smooth surface of his heart; that she could measure every dalliance he’d had with actresses, his muddy affairs with bored wives, even the boyhood crushes he’d bestowed upon debutantes and neighborhood ladies, and in all of them found him lacking.
The bewitchment ended as quickly as it had begun. Annabelle turned to her husband, the pink of excitement on her cheeks. “My intuition tells me his fate will be different from these well-laid plans. I think we should challenge His Grace to a wager.”
Talbot, rather than looking shocked, smiled wickedly. “And what would that wager be?”
“Fifty pounds that he will meet a new sweetheart in the next three months and she will be the woman he marries.”
Now Talbot frowned. “In the next three months? That’s rather specific, don’t you think?”
Annabelle waved it off. “If my intuition is correct, it won’t even be that long before his heart belongs to another.”
In the next three months, Fitz planned to be fully ensconced in Parliamentary agenda – after all, the Prince Regent needed installation, in addition to the reforms Fitz hoped to pass – not meeting young ladies. The wager was a woman’s folly.
Talbot turned to him. “What do you say?”
Fitz spread his palms in the air. “The whole purpose of my accompanying you on this trip is to help you secure a fortune, not to take it away from you.”
“Oh fie, this is more fun,” Annabelle cried. “Besides, we’ll win.”
She was so certain, though logic decreed she would fail. Fitz wondered for a moment if she perhaps had a more powerful intuition than most. But he shook himself free of the thought; he didn’t lend credence to superstition. He alone controlled his fate, and he had no plans to fall in love, much less marry whatever poor creature could capture his heart. “Make it a hundred pounds, and you have a deal.”
Though he blanched at the sum, Talbot shook his hand to make the wager official. 
Fitz grinned. “I look forward to collecting from you at my wedding, which will be to some young lady whom I won’t meet in the next three months.”
“And I look forward to watching you tumble desperately into love,” Annabelle rejoined.
By now, the carriage had jostled off the turnpike down a forested road. Flurries swirled amidst a darkened sky, so Fitz could make out Bleneccle Manor only in bits and pieces as they drew closer. The gray stone fence. Wrought iron gate. A turreted tower looming above the drive. And then the orange glow of candles in the windows. 
At least someone was home.
“What an adventure,” Annabelle crooned as the carriage came to a stop.
Her enthusiasm was infectious. Fitz was too tall to sit compressed in a carriage on the best of days; the cold only made him feel worse, as if he’d been bound by ropes all day. His rear end pulsed in pain as blood started rushing there again. Every bone ached. His fingers and toes were positively numb.
And yet his heart thrummed with the same excitement as Annabelle’s. What an adventure.
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Excerpt from The Baron Without Blame



[image: image-placeholder]
Ill-timed allergies, a pretty debutante, and a fake engagement - will Martin do the right thing, or follow his heart?

[image: image-placeholder]London, 1788
On that marble balcony of Lord Leighster’s townhouse, wreathed by an overly-ornate iron railing, it occurred to Martin Preston that human sewage stank no matter in which city one found oneself. It fouled the sights of Calcutta as easily as it did Casablanca, sometimes stinking in town worse than seven weeks at sea. Even at this most magnificent ball in the great imperial center of London, Martin caught its unmistakable whiff above the fragrant springtime garden blooms.
It occurred to him, too, that the thought proved he was in no mood to fraternize at Lady Leighster’s soiree. His head was too muddled from his travels, when instead he should be discussing the latest horse races or flirting with a pretty lady. He would do better to go straight home to his dark room and nurse a glass of Madeira. Except Madeira was out, since it arrived from the subjugated Portuguese colonies; and so too was his other old favorite, the smoking pipe, whose tobacco came from the slave trade. He would have to rely on warm milk, then, with a splash of honey.
Small comfort that would be.
Martin took another deep breath, trying to summon the proper spirits to return to the ballroom, when he realized that on top of the garden roses and the city stench, there was another scent. A better scent. 
A human scent.
Then came the sneeze. It was louder than any sneeze had a right to be. Martin could practically hear the mucus propelling out the nose. 
He wasn’t sure which was worse: realizing he was not alone on the balcony or overhearing such a viscerally personal experience. He angled his shoulders away from the noise. Whoever was suffering such a violent eruption surely wanted their privacy. “I beg your pardon. I did not realize this balcony was occupied.”
The sneezer sniffled methodically into a handkerchief. “The fault is mine. I did not make myself known.”
The voice was female. Light, clear, and a faint flatness to her vowels that made Martin think of the far side of the ocean. 
“I’m having an attack of allergies, I’m afraid. I blame Mr. Montague’s cologne.”
Martin swallowed back any reply. He should not be on a dark balcony alone with this voice. 
“I thought you were my mother, which is why I didn’t say anything,” the voice continued before he could move. “She bid me wait here while she fetches more handkerchiefs from the retiring room. Only I’ve been waiting for eons. Perhaps she is having a nap.”
An unchaperoned female voice. Now Martin really did reach for the door. “I shall fetch your mother for you. Whom may I inquire after?”
Her reply was another sneeze. Now that he knew his companion was female, he could revel in how unladylike the sound was. No wonder her chaperone had shunted her onto a dark balcony; no husband could be caught when one sneezed like a blacksmith. 
“Bless you.”
“Oh, I so hate allergies!” Her skirts rustled underneath this reply. Martin had an instant vision of Smyrna silk draped over the wide circumference of a pannier. Then – startlingly – he heard a soft thud, followed by a yelp.
Martin didn’t dare turn around. “Are you quite alright?”
“Yes,” the voice huffed. Then, reluctantly, “I suppose not. My skirts seem to have gotten caught on the railing.”
Even in the darkness, Martin blushed. He most definitely should not be discussing skirts with an unchaperoned young lady. 
He reined in his thoughts before they could race after images of petticoats and slim legs. 
The most proper thing to do was fetch her chaperone. But if he left her alone on this balcony, someone else could just as easily step out and discover her trapped. 
Which was how he found himself asking, “May I offer my assistance?”
There was a long, reluctant silence. Then, “I suppose so. Thank you.”
Martin turned. He could just make out her silhouette, leaning awkwardly into the wall while her skirt ballooned against the wrought-iron railing. Her gown was pale – a virgin white, perhaps – and shone in the dim moonlight. The rest of her melted into the shadows.
Clearing his throat, he crossed to the railing. His guess was one of her pannier hoops had hooked onto an ornamentation. He knelt, all too aware of her perfume – which brought to mind a summer morning’s mist – and tried to lift the skirt off the iron. He freed the hoop, but the silk overskirt still clung to the balcony, and Martin now saw it had been impaled, a long gash like a lightning bolt revealing the ruffled petticoat beneath.
He worked the silk carefully so as not to tear it any further. He had just freed it of the pineapple-shaped spear when the balcony doors swung open.
With a shriek, his companion jumped. She landed even closer to the wall. Most of her skirt went with her, but the triangle of fabric in Martin’s fingers ripped away.
Which meant he had a fistful of her dress in his palm when he turned to face the new arrival.
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Thank you for reading!


If you enjoyed this story, please leave a star rating on your ebook retailer site, Goodreads, or wherever else you track your reads! Each review helps new readers consider trying me out, which helps fund my career to keep writing more romances! 
Until next time...














OEBPS/cover.jpeg
KATHERINE Gl






OEBPS/images/dc933f3a-ca8a-47fe-880a-673d25d5fdf9.jpeg
S





OEBPS/images/88f6817c-ac87-4800-81a8-c1f057cc1514.png
KEEP READING






OEBPS/images/581235ea-7305-47a9-8c00-e6682b22a9e1.png
KEEP READING






OEBPS/images/fbf7c7b7-90a2-42a4-9286-f231354120a9.png
SUBSCRIBE






OEBPS/images/f681bd4d-d953-4f51-a128-cb5cddfe2396.jpeg
; A

KATHERINE G






OEBPS/images/20bedef5-68b7-4bf5-8874-39a115ba4f19.png





OEBPS/images/e4e5855f-5e91-4cf2-bebf-5e78624b7fdf.jpeg
/

2

AKATHERINE GRANT.

COUNTESS CHRONICLES #2






