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Chapter One

Lindow Castle
Cheshire
October 7, 1766

The Duke of Lindow dropped into a chair behind his library desk, feeling as if he’d taken a sharp blow to the gut. His hand tightened into a fist, crumpling the parchment he held, the record of an “Act to dissolve the marriage of Hugo, Duke of Lindow, with Lady Yvette Mordant, and to enable the said Duke to marry again.”

That would be his second marriage, since he had lost his much-beloved wife Marie a decade earlier. His ill-advised marriage to Yvette was over.

A pulse of anger went through him, and he shoved it away. Yvette had fled with her Prussian lover a year ago, leaving behind their four children—not to mention Marie’s three and his young ward, Parth—with all the concern of a cat abandoning a litter of kittens.

Hearing voices in the entry, he dropped the document in a drawer just as his twin sister, Lady Knowe, strode into the room. She was dressed for riding, wearing a cream-colored habit in the newest style: a huge collar, a great many buttons on her sky-blue waistcoat, and easily twice as many on the jacket. Her wide-brimmed hat was made of the same sky-blue silk, trimmed with white fur.

“Did it arrive?” She pulled off her hat and threw it on a chair.

Hugo’s mouth quirked up. “Your wig, Louisa.”

“Bloody hell,” Louisa said crossly. She plucked up her hat and the attached wig, shook off a few pins, and plopped the wig back on top of her head, adjusting it in the glass that hung over the fireplace. “Don’t try to distract me. Prism says that you are brooding over the post, which can only mean one thing.”

There was no privacy in a castle, no matter how large.

“I’m a free man.”

His sister came over and gave him a whack on the back. “No rest for the weary, Hugo. You should be on the road to London before the end of the week. You need a new duchess—and those children of yours need a mother.”

“No.”

“What do you mean, no?” Louisa fell back, hand on her heart, looking as shocked as if he’d declared his intention to retreat to a monastery.

His first wife Marie’s death had torn a hole in Hugo’s chest. He hadn’t been able to summon more than mild affection for his second bride, Yvette, and even that had quickly withered in the face of her bottomless need for attention. She had turned to Count Yaraslov, a man distinguished only by his fatuous smirk and yellow hair.

The last thing he wanted was another discontented woman in his household. “No,” he stated, just managing to stop himself from growling it. “No, I am not taking another duchess.”

His sister shoved over a ledger and perched on his desk. “Feeling bruised?”

“Not particularly.”

“Yvette was a weak-headed ninny, and she’ll make the count’s life hell.”

Hugo had come to the same conclusion; he had been married to Yvette for six years, and fathered four children with her, and he still hadn’t understood her. Nothing seemed to please her: not him, the title, the castle, the children, nothing.

Even so, she had wanted—she had deserved—more from him.

“She ran off with Yaraslov because I didn’t give a damn,” he said, meeting his sister’s eyes squarely.

Louisa snorted. “Last time I heard, the church hadn’t started handing out dispensations for adultery on the basis of a husband’s lack of affection. Who could give a damn about Yvette? I can’t abide a woman who makes an art out of complaining.”

“Her children.”

“Now, there you’re wrong,” his sister said cheerfully, getting up from the desk. “The babes hardly knew what she looked like, and they’ve forgotten her entirely by now. The last time she visited Lindow Castle was two years ago at Yuletide. Did she spend any time in the nursery? No.”

“She was great with child,” Hugo pointed out.

“Other mothers manage to visit their children during confinement. She deposited the newborn with a wet nurse and climbed into a carriage two days later. About the only thing I can say for Yvette is that she has a constitution like an ox. Six children in four—”

“Four children in six years,” Hugo corrected.

Louisa shrugged. “The nursery is so crowded that I lose track. To return to the important point, you have no need for more offspring, but you do need a mother for those you already have. If I include Parth in the number, since the boy is now an orphan, you have eight children.”

Hugo nodded. “True.”

“You’re like that old woman who lived in a shoe, except Lindow Castle is a mighty fine shoe. Luckily, you aren’t showing your age—or, should I say, our age—so you should be able to scoop up a new duchess without a problem,” his twin continued.

“No lady would want to marry a divorced man,” Hugo said, keeping it simple. He was not only divorced—an exceedingly rare status granted by an Act of Parliament only in cases of extraordinarily bad behavior—he was jaded, cynical, and completely uninterested in the flimsy, foolish twaddle that passed for polite conversation.

“I’ll be damned if another wife of mine takes a lover,” he added. “I should have challenged Yaraslov the moment I heard of it.” The sad truth was that he hadn’t cared enough to duel the man.

“Pshaw, he wasn’t worth it,” Louisa said, with a dismissive wave of her hand. “Yvette was a hussy. The key is to find a woman with disdain for the bed. Believe me, London is full of ladies in that frame of mind.”

Hugo groaned. “A lovely prospect for a spouse.”

“You have a fine figure,” Louisa said, surveying him from head to foot. “You’ll need to order a new suit, of course. That is pitifully passé. Luckily, I have a length of rose silk that I can donate to the cause.”

Hugo glanced down at his breeches, waistcoat, and coat, made from somber grey with black buttons. “Rose silk,” he said with revulsion.

“Over-stitched with gold thread,” his sister said, nodding. “You’re disgustingly handsome, even given the Wilde eyebrows, so I’m not worried on that front. No, the real problem is persuading a skittish lady that eight children don’t pose an insurmountable burden. I’ll definitely have to sacrifice the rose silk; it might be enough to weight the scales of your desirability against your offspring.”

“No need for a sacrifice,” Hugo said, his tone sharpening. “I employ two nannies, three nursemaids, and a governess. That’s enough mothering. What’s more, given that Horatius is at Oxford, and Roland, Alaric, and Parth are at Eton, four of the eight would scorn the notion they needed mothering.”

Louisa groaned. “Parth is more trouble than the other boys put together. Did I tell you about what he—” She cut herself off. “Never mind that. Ignoring those boys, and the two others, for the moment, you have daughters in the nursery. I’m serious, Hugo.”

He raised an eyebrow.

“The girls must be taken to London, presented at court, and brought out at balls. That’s not to mention the delicate business of steering them away from fortune-hunters and toward respectable young men.”

“You—”

She shook her head. “Your daughters cannot wither in Cheshire, going to the local assemblies, living on the edge of a bog, racketing around the castle with no one to talk to.”

That stung. “I visit the nursery at least once a day.”

“Your children are rarely in the nursery so that hardly matters.”

Hugo frowned. “They aren’t running around Lindow Moss, are they?”

“When they’re home, the older boys virtually live in the bog,” Louisa said dismissively. “The children love to visit the stables, even the baby. My point is, terrible mother though she was, Yvette knew everyone in London.”

“As do I.”

“I have trouble picturing you rounding up your acquaintances and putting on a ball in Betsy’s honor—which will have to take place in a mere dozen years or so. I don’t mind acting as your hostess here, but I rarely leave Cheshire, as you know. I go to London solely to visit the modistes and see an occasional play.”

“Perhaps Horatius will have married by then,” Hugo said, thinking of his oldest son. “I have every faith that he will choose a perfectly raised daughter of a peer, who can do the honors.”

“I can imagine,” Louisa said, with a shudder. “I’ll probably hate her.”

“You won’t have to see much of her, if you outlive me. Horatius informed me last year that I was neglecting the future of England. He will surely attend every session in Parliament, so he’ll have to live in London a good part of the year.”

“I adore Horatius, but he’s a terrible prig,” Louisa said.

Hugo didn’t answer, because . . . it was true. Sad but true. His eldest son was best taken in small doses.

“At any rate, you can’t lean on the wife that your heir doesn’t yet have. Horatius is only eighteen. Perhaps he’ll rebel and turn into a complete rogue.”

They both considered it, and shook their heads at precisely the same moment, an unintended benefit of being twins.

“Enough,” Louisa stated. “You have to take a wife, and that’s all there is to it. The girls, particularly Joan, need a noblewoman of unassailable reputation to usher them into society.”

Hugo’s brows drew together, but before he could speak, his sister planted her fingers on his desk, leaning over and meeting his eyes. “Joan looks like Yvette; I’ll give her that. She’s going to be beautiful. But she does not look like a Wilde.”

“She is a Wilde,” Hugo growled, surging to his feet.

Louisa drew her shoulders back but held his gaze steadily. “Don’t play the fool, Hugo. Whether or not it’s true, her golden hair will be seen as a gift from Yaraslov. You need to marry a powerful woman now, so that rumors are throttled early, if only because those gossips are terrified of the Duchess of Lindow’s wrath.”

“Wonderful,” Hugo said, deadpan. “You’re telling me to marry a dragon with a disgust for bed sport. She’ll be a delight to live with.”

“You don’t have to bed her,” his sister pointed out. “Lord knows, you have more than enough heirs. Think of it as taking on a superior governess.”

“I don’t want another governess, no matter how superior.”

Louisa snorted. “I’ll let Prism know that you’ll be leaving for London tomorrow. Take the silk directly to Grippledon; I think he’s the best tailor these days.” She headed for the door, scooping up her hat on the way, but stopped and swung about. “Do not, under any circumstances, mention the children during your courtship, Hugo.”

“You just said that I need to find a woman precisely because of my offspring,” he said. “I should talk of nothing but the children—just as I would when choosing a governess, may I point out.”

“No,” his sister said. She rarely laid down decrees, preferring to run his household with a smile, albeit a fierce smile. But this was a command. “Let the woman see you as a man, not a father. No one wants to marry a father.”

Hugo swore under his breath, and then shouted, “I’m not leaving until next week,” as the door closed behind her.


Chapter Two

Lady Gryffyn’s ball
London
One month later: November 9

You’re so fortunate that you needn’t bother with another husband,” Maddie Penshallow lamented. “You have the best of all worlds, Phee. Your husband was perfectly nice—and, of course, we’re all sorry that Sir Peter passed away—but he left you with that darling little girl and not a care in the world!”

Ophelia winced at this blithe summary of widowhood, but her cousin didn’t pause for breath as she launched into an account of her marital woes. Apparently, Maddie’s husband, Lord Penshallow, was like the rest of his sex: He didn’t brush his teeth enough, made impolite noises at dinner (farted, Ophelia interpreted), and—

“He has two mistresses?”

“Two,” Maddie said, with dramatic emphasis. “One I could tolerate. In fact, I would happily encourage it. But two is an insult. Two means that everyone in London suspects that I refuse to bed him.”

“Which you do,” Ophelia said.

“That’s private,” Maddie objected.

“No, it isn’t. It hasn’t been since you lost your temper and threw a bowl of cherries at him last month at the Terring Hunt Ball.”

“Glacé cherries,” Maddie said, looking somewhat more cheerful. “When I’m particularly irritated, I bring to mind the way they bounced off his fat head like little tomatoes.”

“Well, after that no one could believe that you maintain cordial relations in the bedchamber. Not when you were screaming about—”

“No need to go into the details,” Maddie said hastily. “It’s not as if you don’t have a temper yourself.”

“I’m trying to change,” Ophelia said.

Her cousin snorted.

“How is your snorting different from his breaking wind?” Ophelia inquired.

“You’re not listening to me, Phee!” Maddie cried. “My point is that you are lucky because you needn’t deal with a man ever again. You don’t have to hear snoring, or a lecture about what asparagus does to his digestive system, or be smirked at by his mistress—who happens to be wearing diamond earrings tonight, by the way!”

“As are you,” Ophelia observed.

“Exactly the same earrings,” Maddie said. “I like your emeralds much better than my diamonds, which my husband apparently bought in bulk.” She cocked her head. “In fact, you’re more attractive than when you debuted, Phee. I expect it’s motherhood. Those curves mean that your chin doesn’t look as pointed as it used to.”

Ophelia broke into laughter and gave her cousin a hug. “What you’re saying is that my witchy chin is now topping a fat figure?”

“Voluptuous is not fat,” Maddie protested, wiggling out of Ophelia’s arms. “How is my goddaughter, by the way?”

“Oh, Viola’s fine. She’s turned two years old, so her favorite word is ‘no.’”

“She’s your daughter,” Maddie pointed out. “What did you expect? Do tell me that you’ve managed to find a good nanny?”

“Not yet,” Ophelia said.

“I’ll find you one,” her cousin promised.

Ophelia didn’t want a nanny, if the truth be known. Kind people kept recommending nannies: stern, kindly, scholarly, playful . . . So far, she’d managed to find something wrong with each of them.

Peter had died a few weeks before Viola was born, so he’d never met his daughter. In his absence, she and Viola had become as thick as thieves, as her mother put it. If Ophelia hired a nanny, that nanny would know everything about caring for a two-year-old girl. She would know better than Ophelia.

There was an excellent possibility that Ophelia was making all sorts of mistakes that a proper nanny would avoid. She had nursed Viola herself rather than hire a wet nurse, for example, which one matron had told her was certain to lead to an unhealthy relationship with her child.

She had enjoyed every moment of that mistake.

Next to her, Maddie let out a little shriek. “Oh, look! I didn’t know he was coming. I haven’t seen the duke in London for a year . . . No, well over a year.” She turned to Ophelia. “Remember what I told you? There’s only one man in the world who could change my mind.”

“About what?” Ophelia asked absently. Perhaps she would take Viola to the park tomorrow. Her townhouse was only a block from Hyde Park, and Viola loved to visit the duck pond.

But her coachman had said he smelled a winter storm. Bisquet was a country man, and she trusted his nose, even though the only thing she could smell in London was coal smoke.

“You never remember anything I say,” Maddie complained. “You’re as bad as my husband, but you’re my only cousin, and you ought to be more attentive.”

“I’m sorry,” Ophelia said. “What did you tell me?”

“That I plan never to bed a man again in the whole of my life.”

Ophelia nodded. “All right.”

“Aren’t you going to dissuade me?” Maddie opened her pretty blue eyes very wide.

“Why would I? Childbirth is extremely dangerous.”

“My husband has two mistresses,” Maddie said, “so it stands to reason that I should take a lover. Or three.”

“That seems excessive to me.”

“There is one man in London who might change my mind—and it isn’t my husband; I can promise you that.”

“It would be hard to have an affaire with one’s own husband,” Ophelia pointed out.

“I would give my virtue to only one man,” Maddie said, showing her fine flair for drama. She nodded toward the other side of the chamber. “That duke.”

Ophelia couldn’t think of a single duke with whom she would want to share more than a minuet, but she was reconciled to her own shortcomings. The rest of the world experienced fiery passion, but she didn’t. Thankfully, she and Peter had been alike in that.

“I would probably follow him to Paris after a mere nod,” Maddie said dreamily.

“Which duke?” Ophelia asked, but Maddie didn’t hear because she was gawking across the room like a pig herder seeing St. Paul’s for the first time. Ophelia snapped shut her fan, thinking that she probably shouldn’t compare a beddable duke to a cathedral. It seemed vaguely blasphemous.

Maddie blinked and came out of her desirous haze. “Are you going to the retiring room? I shall join you. I didn’t see that darling bag earlier. Oh! It matches your gloves!”

Ophelia smiled. Both her gloves and bag were made of thin, butter-soft leather, sewn with small spangles. The gloves glittered above her wrists, and her bag sparkled from every angle as it moved with her. “Thank you! A gift from my mother-in-law.”

“You’re so lucky,” Maddie began, and broke off the sentence. “He’s just over there!”

“Who?” Ophelia turned her head, but all she saw was a ballroom crowded with people she’d known her entire life.

“The Duke of Lindow, of course,” Maddie said triumphantly, plucking Ophelia’s sleeve and nodding toward the door. “Tell me you wouldn’t have an affaire with him.”

Ophelia wrinkled her nose. “I’ve heard of him, but we’ve never met.” She didn’t bother to look again, because she had no interest in that particular duke, given his unsavory reputation.

Not that it was his fault that his wife ran away with a Prussian.

Maddie was on her toes, peeking over the crowd. “He’s just so beautiful,” she breathed. “It’s cruel what happened to him.”

“Darling, I’m not going to the retiring room; I’m going to leave,” Ophelia said, making up her mind. “Otherwise I’ll be trapped in the supper dance and I shan’t return home for ages. Viola wakes up at five in the morning and—”

“You are so unnatural,” her cousin interrupted, momentarily startled out of her examination of the infamous duke. “You mean to tell me that you actually rise with that child?”

“She comes to fetch me,” Ophelia said apologetically. The truth was that she was often awake before the patter of unsteady feet came down the corridor. She lay in bed, smiling at the ceiling, waiting for Viola to burst through the door.

Viola babbled incomprehensibly all the way from the nursery, but as soon as she came through the door, she would cry, “Mama!” She knew only a few words, but “Mama” and “no” were her favorites, and she shouted them both with great enthusiasm.

“I’m going home,” Ophelia said, wondering why she had come. True, she had put aside her half-mourning attire for the first time, and was wearing a lovely new gown, but that didn’t mean she actually wished to join society again.

It would have been much more fun to stay home with Viola.

“I don’t want to be caught in a snowstorm,” she added.

“Oh, nonsense,” Maddie said. “My coachman was grumbling about the same thing. If traffic snarls up, it might take a wee bit longer to get home, but we’re not in the wilds of Lincolnshire! One scarcely notices snow in London.”

Ophelia wouldn’t have cared if Peter were still alive and traveling in the coach with her on the way home. She was more cautious now, or perhaps less adventurous.

“Oh, very well, I’ll walk you to the entrance,” Maddie said, taking her arm as they began to make their way through the crowd. She lowered her voice. “His Grace is standing just to the right side of it.”

Ophelia sighed. If Maddie started something with a duke whose wife had fled to the Continent—divorced or not—all society would talk feverishly about it for months, or even a year. Her husband would be furious.

Lord Penshallow would not forget, even when society moved on to the next scandal. Maddie’s husband might not want his wife himself, but Ophelia was certain he didn’t want another man in his bed. Men weren’t rational about that sort of thing.

“Maddie,” she said, striving for a tactful tone, “I believe you ought to rethink the idea of an affaire with Lindow.”

“For goodness’ sake, lower your voice,” her cousin whispered. “Do you see him now? He’s straight in front of us.”

Ophelia looked and froze, which made her stumble. It was mortifying, not helped by the fact that Maddie burst out laughing.

“Didn’t I tell you so?” she demanded.

No.

Maddie hadn’t “told.” She hadn’t said what the Duke of Lindow looked like. He had a square chin, high cheekbones, and a straight nose that somehow came together in a way that made a woman instinctively draw in a breath.

It wasn’t just that he was handsome, or broad-shouldered and tall. He was indefinably masculine in a way few of the gentlemen in the room were. He was wearing a magnificent peruke, befitting a duke, and a rose-colored coat that by rights should look effeminate.

It didn’t.

That square chin looked stubbornly male. Her husband had never been able to grow a beard, try as he might, but the duke’s chin was shadowed, though his man had undoubtedly shaved him a few hours ago.

Next to her, Maddie was still giggling. “I told you so.”

Rather than respond, Ophelia kept looking. His Grace was clearly bored. He was paying no attention to the two ladies chattering beside him.

Ophelia flipped open her fan. “Why is he here?” she asked Maddie from behind its shelter. “I thought he was uninterested in society, and he certainly looks it.”

The last two years she’d been in mourning, but before that, she and Peter had attended virtually every ball held in London. Peter had loved to dance.

“Keep walking,” Maddie hissed. “My husband is one of His Grace’s acquaintances, so I shall greet him. As for why he’s here, I expect he’s looking for another wife. Or should I say, broodmare.”

“What?”

“Phee, don’t you pay attention to anything? The duchess, the one he divorced, left four young children behind. That’s why the private act passed so quickly. Everyone knows that he needs to marry again; apparently the discussion in Parliament circled around that issue.”

“Four children,” she echoed, wondering how the former duchess could have left her babies behind. She could no more leave Viola than she could cut off her own arm.

“There are more children than those four, because if I remember correctly, he had four or five with his first wife as well, though they must be nearly grown. If we don’t hurry, he’ll move away from the door and I’ll miss my chance.”

“More children than four?” Ophelia kept her fan up as they arrowed through the crowd. “How old is he?”

“Not as old as you’d think. Late thirties, I believe.”

They weren’t the only ones heading in the Duke of Lindow’s direction. There was an unmistakable drift in the room, as if the tide were coming in, and he was the shore.

“The three or four from his first wife,” Maddie said over her shoulder, “are all boys.”

“Slow down,” Ophelia hissed, tugging back. “You’re making a spectacle out of us.”

They were close enough now that she could see the duke’s eyes were dark green. His face was all hard planes and angles. He was standing with one leg bent in front of him, a silver-hilted sword on his left hip.

She felt heat rising in her cheeks just from glancing at his stance. His thigh was pure muscle, and anyone could tell that his calves were not enhanced by horsehair pads. His was an aggressive leg, not a graceful one. She’d put a pretty chunk of her jointure on a bet that he didn’t care to dance.

That sword? It wasn’t just for show.

He wasn’t the sort of man who would ever interest her. “I truly must leave,” she said, with sudden resolution. “You may stop and talk to His Grace, but I am going home to Viola.”

“All right,” her cousin said, not listening.

Ophelia thought about pointing out that a man intent on courting a mother for his children was unlikely to conduct a highly visible affaire with a married woman, but she dismissed it. Maddie would soon discover whether His Grace was interested or not.

Even as a child, Maddie had always bluntly demanded whatever she wanted. Ophelia wouldn’t be surprised if Maddie strode right up to the man and suggested a tryst.

They were almost at the door, so Ophelia glanced at the duke again.

He was looking at her.

Not at Maddie.

At her.

Blood rushed into her cheeks, and she barely caught herself before she tripped again. She was a widow, the relict of Sir Peter Astley. A mother. Not the sort of woman who welcomed a man’s eyes raking over her in a ballroom, as if she were no better than a streetwalker.

She narrowed her eyes.

He blinked as if he was surprised, and then a slow smile crooked one corner of his mouth.

“The duke is looking at you!” Maddie said from somewhere to her right. “Phee, that will never do.” Her cousin actually sounded alarmed. “He’s far too much for you. Nothing like sweet Peter.”

That shook Ophelia out of a haze caused by the duke’s attention. She turned her head and smiled at her cousin. “Don’t be silly, Maddie. He’s probably mistaken me for someone else, that’s all. Will I see you tomorrow?”

“It could be that he’s walking toward me,” her cousin said breathlessly. “He could be glancing at you as a decoy.” She gripped Ophelia’s forearm hard enough to leave a bruise. “How do you think he’d respond if I lured him into a side room and tied him up?”

Ophelia ducked behind her fan and hissed, “What on earth are you talking about? You don’t tie up Penshallow, do you?”

“The duke’s so large,” Maddie said, giggling madly. “Of course, I don’t . . . It was just a silly thought.”

“He doesn’t look like the sort of a man who would wish to be tied up for any reason.” Not that she knew any man who had that sort of propensity, for all the ladies whispered about it in drawing rooms over tea.

She dropped her fan just enough to steal another glance over it.

The duke’s eyes were still fixed not on Maddie but on her. He was walking directly toward them, ignoring any number of women throwing themselves into his path.

“Perhaps he knew your husband,” her cousin said, sounding perplexed. “He really does appear to be looking at you, Phee.”

Ophelia shared her confusion. She wasn’t the kind of woman whom a man lost his head over. She had a pointed nose, a temper, a pile of red hair, and an overly generous bosom, even more so after being enhanced by motherhood. The thought of Viola brought her back to herself.

“If he was friends with my husband, he can pay me a morning call, as did Peter’s other friends.”

“I know!” Maddie said, her face clearing. “He’s been told what a wonderful mother you are. Oh, Ophelia, you could be a duchess!”

“I’m not available to mother a flock of discarded children,” Ophelia said sharply. She was conscious of a sense of disappointment. Just once, she’d like a man to look at her for herself.

Peter had been shepherded in her direction by his father and her mother during her debut ball. They danced twice and sat together at supper. Pudding hadn’t even been served before he said, with his disarming smile, “I say, we get along pretty well, don’t we?”

They did. They had.

But Peter hadn’t the faintest idea what sort of woman she was when he asked her to marry him.

“Even to be a duchess?”

Ophelia frowned. “I’m perfectly comfortable as I am, Maddie.”

Her cousin sighed. “It’s true that I can’t imagine you in such an elevated role. It would be like hearing that the baker had been knighted.”

“Maddie!” Ophelia protested. “I’m hardly a baker.”

“Don’t worry, I’ll set him straight,” her cousin said. “You’d better leave unless you want to refuse him yourself; Lady Persell caught his arm, but he’ll be heading this direction again in a moment.”

Ophelia definitely did not want to encounter the duke. The man looked like a hunter, strolling across the ballroom in that pink coat, pretending to be a gentleman, which he wasn’t.

He absolutely was not.

She didn’t know why she was so sure of that, but she was. The Duke of Lindow was a nobleman, in the old-fashioned sense of the term. He probably had vassals, serfs, a county of his own, and an escutcheon.

She gave Maddie a brisk kiss and set out for the door. After a moment she sped up, practically diving toward the entrance to the ballroom. It almost seemed as if she could feel his approach like a warm wind at her back, even though that made no sense.

Just as she turned so she could squeeze between two groups of gossiping peers without her panniers bumping them, a hand closed around her elbow.

She felt the shock of his touch through her entire body.

“Yes?” she said, turning. She managed to keep her tone cool. What she saw in the Duke of Lindow’s eyes made her raise an eyebrow. “You must have mistaken me for someone else,” she said, her tone almost kindly.

No one had ever looked at her, at Ophelia, like that. Not even Peter.

Perhaps Lindow thought she was a girl he had loved in his youth.

“I am not mistaken,” the duke replied. His eyes were a dark, dark green, the color of spruce trees when they stood vividly against the snow.

His voice startled her because it was deeper than she would have thought. Like a bear’s growl. In fact, he looked like a bear emerging from a winter’s sleep, she thought irrelevantly. Coming into the world and looking for a nice rabbit to eat.

She was not a rabbit for any man’s consumption. She had no need of a husband, and no desire for a lover either. Still less did she want to nurture a flock of motherless children, no matter how sad that was.

Given that her own cousin thought of her as a baker, people would know exactly why he was courting her—to turn her into a glorified governess.

“Excuse me,” she said, allowing impatience to leak into her voice. Then she gently pulled her arm from his grasp and walked away.

Behind her, a moment of silence.

And then, to her horror, a shout of laughter.
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