

[image: Book cover of ‘Miss Wick and the Duke Dilemma’ by Violet Marsh. The cover image features a woman leaning out of an opening in a brick tower. A man standing on the outside leans in toward her. A bird hovers over the man. The tower is surrounded by trees and flowering plants.]





[image: Title page of ‘Miss Wick and the Duke Dilemma’ by Violet Marsh published by ‘Forever,’ New York, Boston.]







This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously.

Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is coincidental.

Copyright © 2026 by Erin O’Brien

Cover design and illustration by Dawn Cooper

Cover copyright © 2026 by Hachette Book Group, Inc.

Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.

The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.

Forever

Hachette Book Group

1290 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10104

read-forever.com

@readforeverpub

First edition: March 2026

Forever is an imprint of Grand Central Publishing. The Forever name and logo are registered trademarks of Hachette Book Group, Inc.

The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.

The Hachette Speakers Bureau provides a wide range of authors for speaking events. To find out more, go to hachettespeakersbureau.com or email HachetteSpeakers@hbgusa.com.

Forever books may be purchased in bulk for business, educational, or promotional use. For information, please contact your local bookseller or the Hachette Book Group Special Markets Department at special.markets@hbgusa.com.

Print book interior design by Taylor Navis

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data has been applied for.

ISBNs: 9781538739662 (trade paperback), 9781538739686 (ebook)

E3-20260218-JV-NF-ORI





Contents


	Cover

	Title Page

	Copyright

	Dedication

	Chapter One

	Chapter Two

	Chapter Three

	Chapter Four

	Chapter Five

	Chapter Six

	Chapter Seven

	Chapter Eight

	Chapter Nine

	Chapter Ten

	Chapter Eleven

	Chapter Twelve

	Chapter Thirteen

	Chapter Fourteen

	Chapter Fifteen

	Chapter Sixteen

	Chapter Seventeen

	Chapter Eighteen

	Chapter Nineteen

	Chapter Twenty

	Chapter Twenty-One

	Chapter Twenty-Two

	Chapter Twenty-Three

	Chapter Twenty-Four

	Chapter Twenty-Five

	Chapter Twenty-Six

	Chapter Twenty-Seven

	Epilogue

	Acknowledgments

	Discover More

	About the Author

	Also by Violet Marsh






	Cover
 
	Table of Contents

	Dedication
 
	Title Page

	Start of Content

	Start of Backmatter
 
	Copyright





Page List


	ii

	iv

	v

	vi

	1

	2

	3

	4

	5

	6

	7

	8

	9

	10

	11

	12

	13

	14

	15

	16

	17

	18

	19

	20

	21

	22

	23

	24

	25

	26

	27

	28

	29

	30

	31

	32

	33

	34

	35

	36

	37

	38

	39

	40

	41

	42

	43

	44

	45

	46

	47

	48

	49

	50

	51

	52

	53

	54

	55

	56

	57

	58

	59

	60

	61

	62

	63

	64

	65

	66

	67

	68

	69

	70

	71

	72

	73

	74

	75

	76

	77

	78

	79

	80

	81

	82

	83

	84

	85

	86

	87

	88

	89

	90

	91

	92

	93

	94

	95

	96

	97

	98

	99

	100

	101

	102

	103

	104

	105

	106

	107

	108

	109

	110

	111

	112

	113

	114

	115

	116

	117

	118

	119

	120

	121

	122

	123

	124

	125

	126

	127

	128

	129

	130

	131

	132

	133

	134

	135

	136

	137

	138

	139

	140

	141

	142

	143

	144

	145

	146

	147

	148

	149

	150

	151

	152

	153

	154

	155

	156

	157

	158

	159

	160

	161

	162

	163

	164

	165

	166

	167

	168

	169

	170

	171

	172

	173

	174

	175

	176

	177

	178

	179

	180

	181

	182

	183

	184

	185

	186

	187

	188

	189

	190

	191

	192

	193

	194

	195

	196

	197

	198

	199

	200

	201

	202

	203

	204

	205

	206

	207

	208

	209

	210

	211

	212

	213

	214

	215

	216

	217

	218

	219

	220

	221

	222

	223

	224

	225

	226

	227

	228

	229

	230

	231

	232

	233

	234

	235

	236

	237

	238

	239

	240

	241

	242

	243

	244

	245

	246

	247

	248

	249

	250

	251

	252

	253

	254

	255

	256

	257

	258

	259

	260

	261

	262

	263

	264

	265

	266

	267

	268

	269

	270

	271

	272

	273

	274

	275

	276

	277

	278

	279

	280

	281

	282

	283

	284

	285

	286

	287

	288

	289

	290

	291

	292

	293

	294

	295

	296

	297

	298

	299

	300

	301

	302

	303

	304

	305

	306

	307

	308

	309

	310

	311

	312

	313

	314

	315

	316

	317

	318

	319

	320

	321

	322

	323

	324

	325

	326

	327







To Emma, Heidi, and Dottie








Explore book giveaways, sneak peeks, deals, and more.





Tap here to learn more.




[image: Forever logo]








Chapter One




[image: ]







London, Late 1750s

Inside was nothing but ashes.

Eoin Aucourte, the newly minted Duke of Foxglen at the age of only twenty-two, stared unblinkingly at the contents of the ornate box, the very container that had tempted him for more than a decade. It had always rested on the desk of Eoin’s paternal grandfather, the late duke. When the old man had called Eoin into his office to upbraid him, Eoin had stared at the relief of silver serpents twisting and turning on the metal exterior.

Slowly, Eoin pivoted in the direction of his Uncle Hugh. Guffaws racked the forty-six-year-old man’s body with such intensity that he barely managed to nudge Eoin’s Uncle Francis, who was sitting next to Hugh for the solicitor’s reading of the late duke’s last missive. Although the peer had only died in the wee hours of the morning, his surviving children—Eoin’s two aunts and two uncles—had insisted that they gather in the dining room with Eoin and the solicitor to learn what they would inherit.

“Do you see that, Francis?” Uncle Hugh asked as he clumsily batted at his younger sibling’s arm.

Uncle Francis was laughing too. “I did. Nothing but char.”

“All the times our nephew danced to our father’s tune—just to get soot in the end.” Uncle Hugh snickered.

Under the dining room table, Eoin’s fists were clenched, but otherwise he displayed no emotion. Just as he’d been taught. Because his grandfather had promised that if Eoin transformed himself into the perfect heir, then he’d give him the mementoes of Eoin’s mother locked away in the silver case.

“I don’t even know why John wants to find that woman anyway. After all, she did abandon him at the tender age of six.” Aunt Joan used the English version of Eoin’s name rather than pronouncing it as “Owen.” The late duke had insisted that no one use the Irish one that Eoin’s working-class mother had chosen at his birth.

Although Eoin didn’t bother to correct how Aunt Joan addressed him, he wouldn’t allow her other falsehood to stand. Not anymore. Not with the former Foxglen dead and the precious clues to his family’s whereabouts destroyed. “Mama and my older sister didn’t leave me of their own free will. You know that the law dictated that your father—my grandfather—had the right to be my guardian.”

“Why wouldn’t the statutes favor my papa?” Aunt Joan tilted her delicately shaped chin in the direction of the solicitor. At forty-two, she was a strikingly handsome woman with golden hair and cornflower-blue eyes that matched her brothers’. “Should John’s mother, a poor widow of a dead traitor, have been entrusted with raising a future duke? The laws of primogeniture prevented my father from disinheriting John despite John’s regrettable maternal line, but at least Father had the right to raise John as he saw fit after my eldest brother died.”

Frustrated rage burned in Eoin’s gut, but he did not allow it to show on his face. He’d heard these accusations for the past sixteen years.

Before the solicitor could opine upon Aunt Joan’s rather rhetorical question, a moan came from her sister Eliza. The forty-year-old was the youngest of the Aucourte siblings and, as far as Eoin knew, had always possessed the weakest disposition. Her hair and skin were both a shade paler than her more robust sister’s, and she looked like an ethereal fairy queen.

“I cannot tolerate hearing about our late brother’s death.” Aunt Eliza’s voice was so soft that Eoin wouldn’t have understood her if he wasn’t adept at reading lips—a skill his grandfather had thought would make Eoin an excellent choice for a courtier to the king.

“Eh? What did you say?” Uncle Hugh asked in his booming voice. He and his brother looked like graying princelings with their blond waves threaded with silver. Their behavior, though, had always been boorish.

“Eliza said she didn’t want to listen to tales about our dead brother,” Aunt Joan snapped. “And neither do I. I am here to learn what Father left me. We already know that the entailed portions of the estate are unfortunately John’s. But what am I to receive?”

Eoin noticed that the left side of the otherwise sober solicitor’s mouth twitched. Upward. A glint of amusement?

Eoin stared closely at the staid man, whom he knew well. As part of his training to become the next duke, Eoin had accompanied his grandfather since the age of nine on most of the peer’s business dealings. His task had been to silently observe without showing any inattention. Eoin understood the character of Foxglen’s cronies better than his own personality. And the attorney, Mr. Lewis, was not prone to amusement. Ever.

At first glance, Mr. Lewis looked like a jolly sort with neatly trimmed white whiskers and perennially pink cheeks. Yet closer inspection revealed his true character. Even though his hazel eyes were bright, it was more with shrewdness than kindness. And he never smiled but always remained calm and self-possessed.

Except for today.

Now, instead of sitting perfectly straight, Mr. Lewis leaned forward as if in anticipation. Normally when the lawyer reviewed documents, he kept them flat on the table. Currently, though, he gripped the pieces of parchment tightly enough that they crinkled at the edges. And… was that sound of a tapping foot emanating from Mr. Lewis rather than one of Eoin’s aunts or uncles?

“Shall we resume?” Mr. Lewis asked as he glanced around the room, and Eoin wondered what he saw—probably a hulking young man with dark hair surrounded by his golden bevy of relatives. With his giant frame, Eoin had never fit in with his paternal family and their finely hewn features, a fact he was never allowed to forget.

“Yes. Get on with reading the letter.” Uncle Hugh waggled his fingers in the solicitor’s direction.

The man’s mouth quirked northward once more, but his voice betrayed no emotion as he intoned the words penned by the late duke. “‘I am sure that my surviving offspring are eagerly awaiting news of my bequest to them. They are, unfortunately, spoiled beyond redemption. I am afraid I should have not left their raising to their nursemaids, governesses, and tutors. Children, I have learned, require a firm hand, so I did not repeat my mistake with Viscount Malbarry.’”

Of course, his grandfather would refer to Eoin by his courtesy title. Because that’s all Eoin ever was, an heir for molding into a perfect duke.

“Must we listen to the chidings?” Uncle Francis asked. “We had enough of that when Father was alive.”

“Most definitely.” Aunt Joan heaved out a sigh. “I much preferred his benign neglect in our formative years. He became much too invested in our lives after our eldest brother died in an otherwise forgettable uprising to overthrow King George. Father even forced us all to live with him if we wanted any luxuries in life instead of giving us an income, as was our due.”

“Well, we are finally going to receive what we deserve,” Uncle Hugh said impatiently. “That is, if you would all stop interjecting and allow the solicitor to continue reading.”

Without ceremony, Mr. Lewis began anew. “‘As both my sons drink like fish, I have arranged these flasks for them…’”

Mr. Lewis paused and rang a small bell. Immediately, the pocket door to the dining room pulled back, and two of Mr. Lewis’s clerks scurried in. Both were holding flasks shaped like small, angry sturgeons.

“‘As neither of my sons has developed any ability to handle their liquor with dignity, these containers are filled with naught but water. Drink up, my sons. This toast is on me,’” Mr. Lewis continued reciting.

The words were unnecessarily cruel but not entirely fiction. Both men had been ejected from polite society shortly before the death of Eoin’s father. Perhaps Hugh and Francis could have emerged from their twin scandals of nearly vomiting on the queen at a ball (Hugh) and drunkenly crashing a carriage into the prized glasshouse of a royal duke while attending a house party (Francis). But their elder brother’s treason had sealed their fates.

“This is unacceptable!” Uncle Hugh smashed his fist against the table, causing Aunt Eliza to jump before she slumped back into her chair.

“That can’t be all!” Uncle Francis shouted. “There must be more. The solicitor hasn’t finished speaking yet!”

“Yes. Read on. Read on!” Hugh demanded.

As Mr. Lewis picked up the will once more, the clerks hurried from the room. Eoin followed their movements suspiciously. Were they running to retrieve an equally insulting gift for the women? Yet no one else noticed their exit as everyone’s attention was upon the lawyer.

“‘To my daughters—’” Mr. Lewis read.

“No!” Uncle Hugh’s denial was angry and loud. “He cannot be moving on to my sisters already. Where is my inheritance?”

“And mine!” Uncle Francis echoed.

“You!” Uncle Hugh roared as he turned and hurled his fish flask at Eoin’s head. “You knew of this, you damned sycophant.”

Eoin didn’t dodge the silver missile. Instead, he simply snatched it from the air. He’d always possessed an uncanny deftness that his grandfather had dismissively attributed to his common blood.

“No,” Eoin said. “I did not.”

“Like everyone says, you were his bloody shadow—following him everywhere, doing his bidding. Of course you knew about this bloody letter!”

“C-e-e-ease !” Aunt Eliza’s voice was wavery and faint. “My nerves are already strained, and my head is beginning to ache. Please stop your shouting.”

“Eliza’s right. Yelling won’t solve anything,” Aunt Joan interjected grumpily as she crossed her arms.

“Venting your spleen will at least rebalance your humors,” Uncle Francis announced in his most sagacious tone. He rather sounded like a pompous nincompoop.

“You just want to hear what Father left you, Joan, but I doubt it will be any better than our fish flasks,” Uncle Hugh ground out.

“Ahhhhhhh,” Aunt Eliza breathed out as if she were in physical pain, and perhaps she was. She did seem to suffer from megrims, but Eoin couldn’t assist. She wouldn’t welcome his help, and anything he said would only make her siblings shout more.

“Proceed,” Uncle Hugh snapped at Mr. Lewis, the annoyance in his voice almost palpable. “We might as well get this intolerable exercise over with.”

Mr. Lewis immediately began reading again as if he’d never stopped. “‘As for my girls, I leave them these laying fowls…’”

Again, Mr. Lewis halted to ring the bell. Before the door even opened, Aunt Joan had leaped to her feet, and Aunt Eliza had slumped fully onto the table.

“A laying fowl? What does that even mean?”

As if in answer to her question, the two clerks emerged once more. They each carried a large basket containing a hissing goose.

Uncle Hugh and Uncle Francis laughed almost as uproariously as they had after witnessing Eoin’s ash-filled box. Aunt Joan gasped in horror while Aunt Eliza seemed intent on ignoring the situation.

Mr. Lewis, however, chose to continue his recitation. “‘As Eliza and Joan are nothing but silly geese who lounge about my home, I am providing them with companions who perfectly suit their temperaments.’”

If Eoin had allowed any emotion to show on his face, he would have frowned. Unlike his uncles, his aunts were not deserving of such condemnation. Their misfortunes had been brought upon them by the misconduct of their late husbands—husbands who their father had selected for them. It was not their fault that their spouses had died scandalously and in debt.

“Get that filthy thing away from me!” Joan backed away as one of the clerks approached her.

As Mr. Lewis’s other subordinate placed the second fowl in front of Aunt Eliza, she lifted her head a scant inch. Unfortunately, the bird chose that moment to extend its ghastly-looking tongue, which was shockingly lined with what looked to be serrated teeth. Eliza’s high-pitched scream echoed through the large room and bounced off the ceiling.

Her caterwauling caused the unwanted goose to rise. Below its flapping wings lay a cache of eggs. Abandoning its nest, the bird leaped onto the table. Its webbed feet struggled to find purchase on the lace-covered surface. Slipping and sliding, it waddled frantically, pulling the fabric every which direction.

Uncle Hugh and Uncle Francis clambered to their feet and scurried toward the protection of the wall. Aunt Eliza slumped in her chair while Mr. Lewis simply sat, holding the will, the left corner of his mouth still pointed up. His two clerks wisely decided to retreat from the room, their role fulfilled.

“Do something!” Uncle Hugh roared at Eoin because, even if they didn’t like him, they still expected him to solve everything that plagued them.

Eoin stood up and stalked toward the goose, who promptly half ran and half glided in the opposite direction. Eoin made one swipe, but he only touched two tail feathers.

“It’s moving!” Aunt Eliza suddenly screeched.

Eoin turned to see her staring in horror at one of the eggs, which had indeed begun to shake back and forth. The gosling inside was clearly in the process of hatching, but the sight was unsettling, especially to someone as prone to nerves as Aunt Eliza. However, instead of simply backing away from the basket as Eoin would have expected, Aunt Eliza chose to reach inside, grab the egg, and then hurl it.

Eoin acted on instinct and dove for the delicate projectile. After all, the creature inside was striving with all its might to be born into this world. How terrible would it be for that hope of life to be literally dashed against the floor?

Eoin landed painfully on his stomach, but the force of his plunge shot his body forward. Reaching out one long arm, he was just able to softly catch the egg before it hit the ground.

“You are to secure the filthy goose, not the egg, John!” Hugh demanded.

Eoin, however, ignored his uncle as he strode to the bellpull in the corner of the room. Unlike Mr. Lewis’s hand-held one, this chime would call the house servants. Sure enough, a footman popped into the room a few seconds later. To the young man’s credit, he remained stone-faced at the spectacle before him.

“Peter, can you bring Ann to catch the geese? My understanding is she recently came from the country, and she grew up on a tenant farm. Also, bring two more footmen with you to carry off the birds and their baskets,” Eoin said, ignoring the utter chaos too.

Peter nodded and hastily exited. He returned promptly with Ann, a wide-eyed lass of seventeen. It was clear that the maid was overwhelmed by being called into a meeting of the noble family, but she very expertly wrangled each fowl. Within moments, not even a single feather remained in the room, and a semblance of peace descended—or rather it would have if Aunt Eliza hadn’t commenced sobbing and Uncle Hugh hadn’t taken to muttering curse words.

Eoin, however, felt more at ease than he had since he’d open his box of ashes. If his aunts and uncles had received nothing, they were dependent on him and desperate for funds. He could easily pay them to tell him what they knew of his mother. Eoin doubted that they were aware of her location, but they must at least remember her maiden name. Perhaps they could even describe her. Eoin had only hazy memories of eyes as blue-green as his own and a voice singing to him in a lilting Irish accent.

“Let us all sit,” Eoin said. As his relatives complied, he turned to the solicitor. “Mr. Lewis, if you would be so kind as to finish the rest of the letter.”

“Certainly,” Mr. Lewis said. This time when he read, he left the paper lying on the lace cloth. “‘If my four children wish to receive any more from my estate, they must earn it. It should not be difficult as it only requires that they do nothing. I have set up a trust with my unentailed wealth. For every five years that Viscount Malbarry does not locate either his mother or his sister, you’ll receive one hundred pounds each. After twenty years, you shall jointly inherit Windy Hill.’”

Bloody hell. The old sot had been uncannily devious, even until the end. Although the estates produced enough income that Eoin could technically pay his relatives more than the trust, the price was simply too stiff. Too many souls depended on the duchy for their livelihoods, and Eoin wouldn’t siphon away large amounts from the coffers. And he had no idea how he could compensate his aunts and uncles for the Windy Hill property, even if the house and the lands were relatively small compared to the rest of Eoin’s holdings.

His relatives would be loath to help him even without the incentive that his grandfather had just offered from the grave. Now Eoin truly had no leads, and he doubted his mother would reach out to him. Even though his memories of his parents were fuzzy at best, he did recall his grandfather threatening to use his power to send Eoin’s sister to a far-flung girls’ school and to have his mother hanged for treason if she ever tried to interfere in Eoin’s life.

Dimly, Eoin heard his aunts and uncles protest about the unfairness of waiting for their inheritance, but Eoin couldn’t listen anymore. He’d spent years building fortification after fortification around his emotions, but for the first time in a long while, he felt a crack. A small crack but a crack nonetheless. And he did not want to break in front of Mr. Lewis and his paternal relations.

Without offering an explanation, Eoin stood and strolled from the room. He heard Uncle Hugh yelling “Stop,” but Eoin didn’t listen. He was duke now—even if he otherwise felt as powerless as he always had in this household.

As a boy, when he felt he could no longer endure his grandfather’s endless restrictions, he’d slink away to the gardens behind the London townhouse. Now, however, he merely walked through the French doors leading from one of the sitting rooms onto the veranda. He couldn’t leave the grounds, couldn’t run from his responsibilities as duke, but he could afford himself this single, momentary retreat.

He weaved through the overgrown pathways, as flowers and plants had never been his grandfather’s priority. He stopped in front of a folly built in the shape of a circular keep. The whimsical structure had been ordered by the late duchess, the grandmother who had died long before Eoin’s birth. He wished that he felt some connection to her, some solace. But there was none.

With a sigh, he entered the structure. Nothing was inside. Not even an old, forgotten bench. Ignoring his silk finery, Eoin plopped on the ground and rested his back against the cool interior stonework.

Just then he felt a curious warmth on his palm. Glancing down, he found a little gosling lying partially in its cracked shell with its head nestled against Eoin’s skin. He’d forgotten all about the egg that he’d rescued from his aunt’s panicked fit.

Pink dimpled skin peeked out from between yellowy-brown feathers as the baby animal wiggled back and forth. With its down still wet, the gosling looked unbearably small and breakable. Yet despite its fragility, it still valiantly struggled to free itself from the confines that it had known its entire existence.

Could Eoin be so determinedly resourceful?

“You are a fierce little one,” Eoin said, and then immediately felt sheepish. It wasn’t in his nature to talk to animals as if they could understand his words. Yet now he found himself doing so in less than a space of a fortnight. Last time, he’d even awkwardly bowed to a sharp-tongued parrot named Pan.

Eoin couldn’t stop his lips from twitching upward as he thought about that particular evening. But it wasn’t the bird or even his own actions that brought a glint of amusement to his otherwise miserable day. No—it was the memory of Pan’s mistress: Miss Hannah Wick.

The redhead was precisely the type of female that Eoin had been taught to avoid. Her father was an English-born pirate who’d seduced and married the daughter of a viscount. Then, instead of having the grace to simply run back to the Caribbean and fade into distant memory, the society-defying couple had set up a coffeehouse in London that catered to all sundry of misfits, reformers, and downright dissidents.

They were exactly the kind of people that Eoin’s grandfather abhorred, but Eoin secretly admired.

Although Miss Wick’s family history had intrigued Eoin, it was her boldness that had utterly captivated him. At their first meeting, he’d been dressed in the clothes of a farm laborer, and she hadn’t known his position as an heir to a dukedom. Yet when she’d laid eyes on him, Eoin had watched interest flare to life in her grass-green eyes. And Miss Wick, with her hoydenish expression and the wild Titian curls escaping her coiffure, had caused a rebellious want to riot through all of Eoin’s staidness.

Perhaps it was because no woman had ever looked at him so brazenly. His height, title, and reputation for aloofness made debutantes and even their matchmaking mamas uneasy. Oh, they still flirted—he’d been an heir to a dukedom after all—but the coyness was always forced and definitely calculated. And Eoin had never known how to respond to their machinations. Yet there had been no artifice in Miss Hannah Wick’s undisguised appreciation of his physique, and his own response had flowed naturally from him.

She’d even called him “storm-worthy,” a clear innuendo that she’d like to breach all his walls. And, swounds, at that moment, he’d been ready to let his every defense crumble for her. But she and her companions had been in the middle of solving a mystery, and there had been no time for more than her few flirtatious words.

Solving a mystery.

Energy shot through Eoin, and his heart squeezed at the onslaught. The Black Sheep Coffeehouse was fast gaining a reputation as the place to go to receive help in unraveling enigmas.

And Eoin had the very devil of one. Even better, he would see Miss Wick again.
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