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By Isabella Bradford

The Wylder Sisters Trilogy

When You Wish Upon a Duke

When the Duchess Said Yes

When the Duke Found Love





Raised in the Dorset countryside, Lady Charlotte Wylder doesn't care one bit about well-bred decorum. The dark-haired, blue-eyed beauty would rather ride a horse than attend a stuffy ball. So when Charlotte learns that she is to leave immediately for London to wed the Duke of Marchbourne, a perfect model of aristocratic propriety, she is less than enchanted with her arranged marriage.

But to her delight, their first encounters are brazenly flirtatious, and their wedding night burns with passion. March's broad shoulders and dark countenance make Charlotte want to rip every button off his waistcoast. She may even be falling in love with her new husband. Yet whenever their desire boils over, March reluctantly pushes Charlotte away. Will past secrets and present misunderstandings mire their marriage in scandal, or serve to strengthen a bond that is destined to last a lifetime?




Acknowledgments

Traveling back to the eighteenth century is no easy voyage, but fortunately I didn’t have to do it alone. Warmest thanks are in order to:

Janea Whitacre, Mark Hutter, Sarah Woodyard, and Neal Hurst of the Margaret Hunter Shop, Colonial Williamsburg, for sharing your endless knowledge (and patience) in explaining everything from shirt buckles to pocket hoops

Meg Ruley and Annelise Robey of the Jane Rotrosen Agency, for their support, optimism, and laughter when I need it most

Kate Collins, my editor at Ballantine, for making things even better the second time around

And, of course, Loretta Chase, my fellow Gemini-writer, for being the other half of my nerdy-history-girl-self


[image: Image]


Ransom Manor, Dorset
June 1760



It was only in the middle of the night that Lady Charlotte Wylder could remember the past.

She’d learned to wait until after the rest of the house was fast asleep before she slipped from her bed. With a shawl over her shoulders, she opened her bedchamber window and leaned outward, her dark hair tossing in the breeze. The moon was high in the blue-black sky, and beyond the garden wall, the waves in the sea made no more than the softest shush as the tide retreated over the sand. She breathed deeply, making herself think of nothing beyond the sea and the moon and stars. And then, only then, could Charlotte remember the distant days when Father still lived, and Mama still laughed, and her home and her world had been full of magic.

She closed her eyes, letting the memories come. She had been only four when Father had died, and she was eighteen now. They had lived in a grand house on Berkeley Square in the winter, and in an equally grand house in Somerset in the summer, as was fit for the family of the fourth Earl of Hervey. There had been servants in powdered wigs and livery trimmed with gold lace to cosset her, and elegantly painted carriages to ride in with Mama and Father, and more silk gowns in Charlotte’s own nursery wardrobe than most grown women possessed in a lifetime.

But the memories she sought were more humble. She wanted to remember her parents as they’d been then, the merriest and most beautiful young parents in London. They had been young, too, younger than Charlotte herself was now when they’d wed. They’d sung to her, and talked in funny voices to make her laugh, and used her dolls for impromptu puppet shows in the drawing room. Each evening while Mama dressed for the theater or a ball, Father would come to the nursery. He’d play hide-and-seek with Charlotte, and soon with her younger sister Lizzie, too. He would roar like a bear to make them shriek, and then they would pretend to capture him, and tie him up with hair ribbons.

Then later, much later, he and Mama would come kiss them goodnight when they’d returned home from whatever ball or frolic they’d attended. Mama’s perfume always lingered, as sweet as a bouquet of flowers, while Father’s kiss had been redolent of brandy and tobacco. But the best had come when her parents had paused in the doorway, Father’s arms around Mama’s waist as he’d drawn her close to kiss her, both of them chuckling softly as if they’d needed nothing more than their daughters and each other. What better definition of love could there be? For Charlotte, their love had been warm and comforting and secure, so secure that, with her child’s certainty, Charlotte had been sure their life would always be so, and that—

“Charlotte?” whispered her youngest sister, opening the bedchamber door just wide enough to peek inside. “Charlotte, are you awake?”

Charlotte sighed and turned from the window. She could dream and fancy, but this was her world now, and had been for the last fourteen years: her two younger sisters and Mama and this ancient, windswept house overlooking the sea.

“You know I’m awake, Diana,” she said, drawing her shawl more closely about her shoulders, “because from there you can see that I’m not in my bed.”

Diana slipped inside the door, her eyes wide and her nightgown drifting ghostly pale in the moonlight. “You could be asleep somewhere else. In the chair, or on the carpet, or—”

“Or curled up like a dormouse, atop the tall clock.” As much as Charlotte regretted the interruption of her reverie, she could never be truly cross with Diana. No one could. Though nearly fourteen, Diana would always be the baby, round-faced and guileless. “What is it you wish, noddy? Why aren’t you abed yourself?”

“It’s Fig,” Diana said plaintively. “She went out the window and into the oak tree again, and now she’s too scared to come back on her own, but keeps crying and crying. You must come fetch her, Charlotte. She’ll come for you. You must come!”

“If only you’d keep the window latched, Diana, then Fig couldn’t climb out.” Fig was Diana’s pet cat, a small, scrawny patchwork creature of much obstinacy and little sense, and naturally the recipient of Diana’s slavish devotion. “If you love her as much as you claim, then you’d try your best to keep her safe.”

“But I do love her, Charlotte.” Diana’s voice rose to a wail. “If I didn’t, I wouldn’t have come here for you, and I—”

“Hush, or you’ll wake Mama.” Charlotte tossed aside the shawl and from beneath her bed pulled out the oversized fisherman’s jersey that she kept hidden there. The jersey was worn and not terribly clean, nor was it suitable dress for an earl’s daughter, as their scandalized housekeeper, Mrs. Bain, had repeatedly told Charlotte. But Charlotte didn’t care. She found the old jersey most useful and warm while on the beach or mucking about in boats, and especially for adventures such as rescuing Fig. She pulled the jersey over her nightgown and hurriedly braided her hair into a single untidy plait as she followed Diana to her bedchamber.

Diana’s farthest window was open wide, with the twisting branches of the manor’s oldest oak tree just beyond the sill. In those twisting branches was Fig, her mewling cries clear enough.

“Fig doesn’t sound frightened to me, Diana,” Charlotte said as she peered into the leaves from her sister’s window. “I think she simply wishes you to know where she is, that is all.”

“She is frightened, Charlotte,” Diana insisted, “and she needs you to rescue her. Unless you want me to go to her instead.”

“Don’t consider it for so much as an instant,” Charlotte said. “Mama’d have my head if I let you into the tree.”

Mama would likewise have Charlotte’s head for climbing trees again, which Mama declared was both dangerous and unladylike. But Charlotte would be punished only if Mama learned of it, which Charlotte would take care not to have happen. Being that Mama was inclined to be both forgetful and tenderhearted, avoiding her rare punishment wasn’t really much of a challenge.

“Then you’ll go?” Diana asked eagerly. “You’ll save my poor little Fig?”

“You know I will,” Charlotte said. She had rescued poor little Fig far more times than Fig truly wished to be rescued, and she’d earned the scratches on her forearms to prove it. “Hurry now, fetch me something to wrap her in.”

Quickly Diana brought a cloth from the washstand, and Charlotte tied it loosely around her neck in readiness. She slung her bare legs over the stone sill, took a deep breath, and reached out for the nearest branch. It was dangerous, with the ground a good twenty feet below and the oak swaying gently in the breeze, but it was exhilarating as well, a challenge to be conquered. She’d always been the best tree climber in the family, pretending herself kin to the rope dancers at the midsummer fair in the village, lithe men and women in gaudy silk costumes who skipped and pirouetted with breathtaking skill. That was how Charlotte imagined herself to be now, balancing deftly on the oak’s branches with her nightgown fluttering around her.

“Do be careful, Charlotte,” Diana called. “You can’t fall. You must save Fig first!”

“I won’t fall,” Charlotte scoffed, her bare toes sliding over the smooth bark. “Rather, you should be telling Fig to be an agreeable pet, and come to me without a fuss.”

Fig was within reach now. The little cat was sitting comfortably in the crook of a branch, her tail curled around her as she watched Charlotte’s progress.

Charlotte inched closer, slowly pulling the kerchief from around her neck. “There’s a good kitten,” she coaxed. “Come, Fig, come to me, before Diana expires from worrying fits.”

The cat stretched, her eyes gleaming in the moonlight, but made no move to come to Charlotte.

“Come to me, you base-born whiskered wretch,” crooned Charlotte. “If you make me fall, mark that I shall be sure to take you with me.”

A rumbling sound rose faintly in the distance, drawing the cat’s attention. Quickly Charlotte grabbed her and wrapped her snugly in the cloth, only her head with its pointed ears poking free.

“Safe at last,” she declared. “You see, Diana, that there was no reason whatsoever to worry.”

But Diana’s attention, like her cat’s, had turned toward the unexpected sound.

“Look, Charlotte,” she said. “It’s a carriage. Why would a carriage be coming here in the middle of the night?”

“Why would a carriage be coming here at all?” Holding the swaddled cat tightly beneath her arm, Charlotte dared to learn forward over another branch for a better view. It was indeed a carriage, a rare sight when most of their neighbors consisted of fishing folk and farmers. Beyond the dutiful weekly call by the Reverend Mr. Ferris, there were precious few visitors of any kind to Ransom Manor. Fashionable London had long ago moved on to other tragedies and scandals and entirely forgotten the dowager countess and her daughters. Besides, the road to Ransom Manor was long, rough, and disheartening, and served as surely to keep the Wylders away from London as it kept Londoners away from them.

But this traveler had persevered. Beneath the tree, the carriage slowly came to a stop before the front door. The horses were weary, their heads drooping, and the driver moved stiffly as he climbed from the box to open the carriage door. The passenger who stepped forward was a gentleman, his traveling cloak swirling around him and a thick leather portfolio in his arms. As the driver thumped the butt of his whip against the manor’s door to rouse the servants within, the gentleman looked upward, the cocked brim of his hat pointing like the beak of an inquisitive blackbird, and swiftly Charlotte slid deeper into the shadows to keep from being seen. The door opened, candlelight spilling out onto the steps, and Harbough, their butler, ushered the stranger within.

“Who could he be, Charlotte?” asked Diana with growing excitement. “Why would he come here now, in the middle of the night? Maybe he’s a pirate, or a French spy, or—”

“Oh, hush, Di,” Charlotte said, scrambling back through the window. “Pirates and Frenchmen don’t wait for Mr. Harbough to open the door. More likely he has word from one of Mama’s London relations.”

“I’d rather he were a pirate,” Diana said, taking Fig from Charlotte and cradling her in the crook of her arm like a baby. “Or a Frenchman.”

“You’d best hope he’s not French, or you won’t be able to speak a word to him,” Charlotte said as she hurried through the room. “You’ll wish you’d paid more heed in our lessons.”

“You didn’t either, Charlotte,” Diana protested, trotting after her. “That’s why Madame left. She said we were unteachable, like the cursed beasts of the forest.”

“Les maudites bêtes de la forêt.” Charlotte might not recall much genteel French, but she did remember Madame’s exasperated exclamations, which had been far more amusing than the verbs they’d had to memorize. “Come, don’t dawdle. I don’t wish to miss anything.”

By the time they reached the front staircase, Harbough had just taken the stranger’s cloak, the two men’s shadows wavering in the light of the many-branched candlestick held by one of the maids. The three of them looked up to Charlotte and Diana on the landing. The stranger was definitely not a pirate or even a Frenchman, decided Charlotte with disappointment, but most likely a solicitor or other such dour fellow with papers or letters for Mama. Dressed in serviceable black, he was above middle age, his nose long beneath his snuff-brown wig and his lined features studiously composed. Yet even he couldn’t entirely hide his weariness after his journey, and with no sign yet of Mama from her rooms, Charlotte realized it was her responsibility to welcome him.

Hastily she smoothed her palms over her hair and began down the stairs, her bare feet muted on the worn oak treads. Halfway down, she also realized that Mama would not be pleased to have her welcoming guests when she was dressed only in her night rail and a raggedy wool jersey, but at least the jersey was so stretched that it covered her to her knees, and besides, it was the middle of the night.

“Lady Charlotte Wylder,” Harbough announced, as grandly as if she were entering a ballroom. “Lady Charlotte, Mr. Thomas Carter.”

Charlotte smiled. Smiling generally eased any situation, however awkward.

“Good day, Mr. Carter,” she said. “Or rather, good evening. Is Mama expecting you?”

“Good day, my lady,” Mr. Carter said, bowing low. “Pray forgive the inconvenience of the hour, my lady, but it is you I have come to see, not Lady Hervey.”

“I?” Charlotte’s eyes widened with astonishment. “You must be mistaken, sir. No one calls on me.”

“I assure you that there is no mistake, my lady,” Mr. Carter said solemnly. “His Grace would never make such an error.”

“His Grace?” Charlotte repeated warily. She folded her arms over her chest, the long sleeves flopping over her hands. From the landing behind her she heard a smothered giggle from Diana, and Charlotte’s first astonishment now shifted to unabashed suspicion.

“His Grace, meaning a duke?” she continued. “A duke? Oh, what a pretty jest, sir, and I know you’re party to it, too. Go on, then. Tell me why a duke—any duke!—would send you to call upon me.”

“Forgive me, my lady, but His Grace would never jest over such an important matter.” Mr. Carter hesitated, choosing his words with care. “As the, ah, the fateful day of your nuptials draws closer, arrangements must be made.”

“My nuptials?” Charlotte flushed. Now, this was dreadfully cruel, to tease her like this about marriage. She knew she was eighteen, already past the age when girls in the village wed, and also past the age when Mama and Father had been married. Yet because of who Charlotte was and where they lived, there were never any young men interested in her. Mama had always made vague promises to take them to London for suitable husbands when they were older, but always in some distant future, not now, and not to a duke. “A pox on you, sir, to show such unkindness toward me!”

But the gentleman only shook his head as he reached inside the leather portfolio. “Forgive me, my lady, but I assure that this is no jest, with no unkindness intended. Here is a gift His Grace sends to you, his portrait, as a token for the future you will share.”

He stepped forward to hand Charlotte a flat velvet-covered box. For a long moment she could only stare at it there in her fingers. Then she slowly, cautiously unlatched the tiny golden clasp and opened it. Inside lay a small oval portrait of a handsome gentleman with dark hair, a blue sash across his chest. The portrait was painted on ivory and ringed with tiny winking brilliants. A painted stranger claiming to be a duke: how could this be her husband?

“Mr. Carter, good evening!” cried Mama, appearing on the landing beside Diana. Lizzie was there, too, yawning, evidently awakened by the commotion. “Pray forgive our makeshift welcome, but with the length of your journey, I was not given to expect you until tomorrow at the earliest.”

“Good evening, Lady Hervey,” Mr. Carter said, bowing gallantly. “The hour is unseemly, I know, but His Grace is a lord who expects promptness in all matters, and on this most important errand, I have traveled without stopping.”

“Yes, I imagine dukes must be obeyed,” murmured Mama, “no matter what the hour. Poor man, you must be weary beyond measure.”

“Mama, please,” Charlotte said, catching Mama by the arm. “About Mr. Carter, and this duke, and—”

“His Grace, Charlotte. You must call him His Grace,” Mama corrected gently, looping her arm around Charlotte’s waist and drawing her close. Her smile twisted, as if she was trying not to cry. “Mr. Carter, you have met my eldest daughter?”

“Yes, Mama, he has met me,” Charlotte said quickly, her suspicions and uneasiness rising by the second. She pressed the miniature portrait into her mother’s hand. “He brought me this as a gift.”

Mama stared at the handsome painted face, her fingers pressed to her cheek.

“Heavens, heavens,” she murmured. “Oh, how much His Grace favors his late father!”

“But who is he, Mama?” Charlotte begged. “How can you know him, while I do not?”

“Oh, my lamb, I am so sorry,” Mama said, shaking her head with a sad regret that did little to calm Charlotte. “Everything was decided so long ago by your father, you see, when you were still in the cradle. I was going to tell you tomorrow, before Mr. Carter arrived, but now he is early, and I—I didn’t.”

“Then tell me now, Mama.” Charlotte tugged the sleeves of her jersey over her hands, twisting them into the rough wool so that no one could see how her fingers shook. “What Mr. Carter says cannot possibly be true, can it?”

“Charlotte, Charlotte, my own dear.” Again Mama tried to smile, a single tear sliding down her cheek. “It is true, every word. Within the week we shall all leave Ransom Manor for London, and as soon as it can be arranged, you will wed His Grace the Duke of Marchbourne.”
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