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IT STARTED WITH A KISS
 
Slipping out the door, she strolled to the stone rail of the terrace. Low voices came from the paths below, and lanterns bobbed along the walkways like fairy lights.
 
Firm steps sounded behind her and she prayed it wasn’t Bentley.
 
“Louisa.” Rothwell’s deep, smooth voice rolled over her.
 
She whipped around. “I thought we were trying to stay away from each other.”
 
“I can’t . . . I must—” He stopped speaking. “Walk with me. Please.”
 
Taking her arm, he led her to the other end of the terrace where no one could see them.
 
“Rothwell, what is it?” She tried to search his eyes, but the dark made it impossible.
 
“God knows I’ve tried.” He groaned and one slightly calloused hand cupped her cheek while the other rested on the balustrade. “Louisa.” His tone a reverent whisper. “How I’ve tried to stay away.”
 
Louisa, he’d called her Louisa. A thrill shot through her as the thought sank into her consciousness just as his lips touched hers. Warm and firm, they moved from the corner of her mouth to the center, nibbling softly. Sighing, she leaned into him, returning his caress. This was what she had always imagined a kiss would be....
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Chapter One
 
Early morning, Hyde Park, May 1815
 
Dawn had broken only a few minutes before, but a light fog clouded the air making the sun look like a small yellow ball. Gideon, Duke of Rothwell, was certain he was the only rider at this hour of the morning. Needing the calm a hard ride gave him, he thundered down the empty carriage way. Suddenly, from out of nowhere, a dark bay burst through the mist, disturbing his solitude. Yet it was the massive dog, almost the size of a pony, keeping pace with the horse that caught his notice.
 
What the devil?
 
Faisu, his black Murgese stallion, pranced nervously as Gideon brought him to a halt. “Easy, boy. We don’t need that beast tangling with you. He could sever your hamstrings in an instant.”
 
A moment later, a twist of long, dark hair pulled loose from under the rider’s hat, riveted his attention on the woman. By the time she was even with him, he’d taken in the neat figure encased in a dark blue riding habit, and her excellent seat.
 
She glanced over, slowing her horse for a bare moment as she passed him. Her cheeks were pink from the cool air and a smile graced her lush rose lips. Their gazes collided and held. As if they were the only two people on earth. In that second, when Gideon felt as if he would tumble into the vivid blue of the rider’s eyes, they reminded him of lapis.
 
She cannot be real.
 
He blinked and she was gone. He might have dreamed her except that a few seconds later, a groom raced by, clearly attempting to catch up with his mistress.
 
For a moment he was tempted to follow as well, but it wouldn’t do him any good. She was obviously a lady, and even if he could obtain an introduction, and their relations proceeded satisfactorily, he was not yet in a position to wed.
 
It was pure fantasy to think of marriage in conjunction with a woman he’d seen in passing. Still, he would have liked to have been able to dream.
 
Blast Father! If he were still alive, I’d shake some sense back into him.
 
But the old duke had been in the ground for over three months when Gideon had returned from Canada. Now all he could do was pick up the pieces his father had left behind.
 
“Come on, boy.” Shaking the blue-eyed image from his mind, he urged Faisu to a trot. “It’s time to go back. As long as I am here, I may as well gather information, and settle some accounts.”
 
He should never have left. The waste was his fault. Had he stayed home, none of the damage would have occurred. What was the old saying about reaping what one sowed? Well, it was now his job, his alone, to restore the dukedom’s holdings to what they had been only a few years ago, before he’d left for the colonies and played at being a backwoods man. Unfortunately, those experiences would not help him bring back and modernize his holdings.
 
Fifteen minutes later, as he rode up to the stables in the mews behind his town house, he surveyed the building, searching for any signs that it would soon need to be repaired. When he’d returned from Canada, his first shock was discovering his father had died. A letter had been sent, but it hadn’t arrived before he left the colonies. The second shock was the poor condition of the estates. It baffled him that the once prosperous properties could fall into such disrepair in such a short period of time. If only he knew what had occurred to make his father neglect his holdings when he’d prided himself on them in the past. To make it more baffling, no one at Rothwell Abbey could explain, to Gideon’s satisfaction, what had occurred to change his father.
 
If only he had remained at home where he belonged instead of hying off across the ocean. This was a lesson not to allow others to tend to his responsibilities.
 
He really did not have time for this bolt to Town, but his cousin, Edmond Bentley, had written begging for Gideon’s help, and here he was.
 
“Yr Grace.” Barnes, his stable master, strode quickly to Faisu’s head, taking hold of the harness. “I’ve got him now.”
 
“How is the roof?” Gideon asked as he swung off the horse. In the short time he’d been home, he had learned to ask. No one, it seemed, wanted to volunteer information. “I want the truth. It is much easier to fix a small leak than the damage it can do.”
 
“Dry so far, Yr Grace. I’ll keep an eye out. The glazing’s comin’ off from around some of the windows.”
 
If that was the worst of it, Gideon would count himself lucky. It would take time and patience to make the repairs on the buildings that had been neglected, but he’d be damned if he’d allow anything else to fall into disorder. “Make arrangements to have them repaired.”
 
“Yes, Yr Grace. Going to be here long?” the man asked, a hopeful look on his weather-beaten face.
 
“A few weeks, perhaps less. There is a deal to do at Rothwell and some of the other estates.”
 
“Bad doings all of this.” The older man tapped the side of his nose. “I’ll make sure the town coach is in good order then. Won’t do to have it break down when you need it. Or lookin’ shabby.”
 
“If it’s the same one I remember, it probably needs to be replaced.” Gideon’s tone was even grimmer than he felt, which was quite grim enough.
 
“It’s got another couple o’ years yet.” The stable master started to lead Faisu into his stall and stopped. “Leave it to old Barnes.”
 
“Thank you.” Gideon hoped he’d conveyed the gratitude he had for his old retainers. They truly were gems. Without their loyalty and patience, his life and the lives of his family would be much more difficult.
 
“Now that yer here, what you planning on doing with the new carriages the old duke ordered from Hatchett’s?”
 
“New carriages?” He fought to keep his jaw from dropping. What the deuce had his father been thinking? Although, that bit of unnecessary extravagance went along with the other information he was slowly piecing together about the old duke’s recent behavior. Spending that left little with which to maintain the estates.
 
“Got a landau and a high-perched phaeton—”
 
“The devil you say.” His father wouldn’t have seen seventy again. “What was he going to do with a phaeton?”
 
Barnes flushed. “I think it was fer that high-flyer he took up with.”
 
Gideon’s breath stopped. His parents had been the most devoted couple he knew. What could have happened to make his father change so drastically? And why in God’s name had no one written to Gideon asking him to return home?
 
Damn his eyes! It needed only that.
 
Frustration coursed through him. He raked his fingers through his hair, knocking off his hat in the process. Yet, somehow, this fit the fractured story he’d heard, or rather had not heard, about Father’s death. It was probably the reason Mama had been so tight-lipped. No one had or would explain what exactly had happened to make the duke ignore his holdings as he had. Thank God most of the assets were entailed, or Gideon might have found them mortgaged to the hilt at best or sold. “Do you happen to know who this barque of frailty was?”
 
“Her maid called her Mrs. Rosemund Petrie.” Barnes spit as he said the name. “Like she was royalty and should be treated as such. Nothin’ more than a whore, if you ask me.”
 
His stable master might not know much about the woman, but Gideon would make sure he found out not only exactly who the female was, but what, if anything, he could recover from her. Then a thought he did not want to consider occurred to him. “I was told he died in Town.”
 
Barnes picked up Gideon’s hat where it had fallen, running his hand around the brim for a moment before saying, “Died in bed, he did. With her.”
 
“Here?” He eyed the older man sharply. “At Rothwell House?”
 
Not looking up, the stable master nodded slowly.
 
“For the love of Jove! What had Father been thinking?”
 
“Don’t no one know that, Yr Grace,” Barnes said quickly, as if he would be blamed for the old duke’s indiscretions. “I got her out of there with no one the wiser . . . except’n fer two of the grooms and Mr. Fredericks. Those that works here know which side their bread is buttered on. Won’t no one be carrying tales.” He made an X over his heart. “Strike my name from my Ma’s Bible if they do. Mrs. Boyle even had the mattress changed out. Said it was full of wickedness.”
 
Gideon didn’t think that a mattress could have a wicked nature, but he was just as glad for the new one. He would likewise swear that his mother had a good idea where her husband had been when he’d gone to his Maker. “I am sure you did everything necessary.”
 
“Yes, Yer Grace. I’ll get them windows fixed. What about that Mrs. Petrie’s horses and carriage she’s got here?”
 
He speared Barnes with a hard look. “I would greatly appreciate it if you would tell me everything at one time. How many horses, carriages, and whatnot? Did my father buy them, or were they hers before he became involved with her? Please feel free to add any other information you believe necessary as well.”
 
The stable master rubbed his nose as he thought. Finally, Barnes replied, “The old duke bought her a nice Arabian hack, and two dark bay high-steppers for the phaeton he bought her a couple o’ years ago—”
 
“Matched?” Gideon could barely spit out the word.
 
The servant looked at him as if he’d gone mad. “Wouldn’t have expected anything else from His Grace, would you? Now if I can finish, Yer Grace?”
 
Clenching his jaw, he gave a curt nod. Not that it mattered how much more there was. It would all be sold as soon as possible. He calculated the costs of the horses alone to be at least three thousand pounds. Father had never stinted on horseflesh. Gideon turned his attention back to Barnes, who was still reciting his father’s purchases over the past three years.
 
“Sell it all.”
 
“I was about to get to the saddles and other tack,” the older man said in an aggrieved tone.
 
“Keep the horses I brought with me and whatever you think best for the town coach. The rest goes.”
 
“What about the curricle? Won’t get much fer it, and you might need it.”
 
He could use a sporting carriage. It would certainly save money in hackneys. “Very well. I’ll keep it, but contact Tattersalls and whoever else you need to about the carriages and other items.” Barnes opened his mouth again. “Keep anything you think I shall require.”
 
“Thank ye, Yer Grace.”

 
Stanwood House, Mayfair
 
“Measles?” Lady Louisa Vivers exclaimed. “All three of them?”
 
Excited to tell someone about the gentleman she’d seen in the Park, she had gone directly to the parlor she shared with her friend and new sister, Lady Charlotte Carpenter.
 
Just before the Season began in earnest, Matt Worthington, Louisa’s brother, had married Lady Grace Carpenter. Grace had guardianship of her seven brothers and sisters. The marriage had given Louisa a total of ten brothers and sisters, including her own three sisters, not including Grace. Sometime this coming winter, the number of children would increase to twelve with the arrival of Matt and Grace’s first child. The girls were ecstatic to be aunts. Even the boys were excited.
 
However, as Louisa opened her mouth to speak, Charlotte told her of the doctor’s diagnosis. Obviously, that news took precedence over Louisa’s.
 
“Yes,” Charlotte replied. “Theo, Mary, and Philip. According to Cousin Jane and the information your mama left for Grace, the others, including Grace and Matt, have already had them.”
 
“Will that put off Grace and Matt’s trip to Worthington?” The addition of so many family members meant that not only Worthington House but the Worthington main estate as well must undergo extensive renovations in order to accommodate everyone. In fact, the only one of her brothers and sisters not residing at present in the Carpenter town home, Stanwood House, was Charlie, Earl of Stanwood, who was at Eton. Even Louisa’s mother and her new husband, Richard, Viscount Wolverton, would stay at Stanwood House for the rest of the Season while Worthington House was being renovated. Well, after they returned from their wedding trip to Richard’s estate in Kent, of course. Fortunately, the two houses were directly across Berkeley Square from each other.
 
“I think they must go,” Charlotte said. Sitting at the desk, she tapped the feather end of the quill against her cheek. “Renovations must be started in the schoolroom there if we are all going to reside at your family’s estate after the Season.”
 
Louisa and her sister were almost halfway through their first Season. This new development certainly complicated things.
 
Chewing her bottom lip, she began to mentally adjust her plans to account for the new development. “Hmm, I suppose we should write notes excusing ourselves from the entertainments we had planned to attend.” She glanced at the writing table. “What a bother. Why did the children have to choose now to fall ill?”
 
Charlotte let out a peal of laughter, lightening the mood. “That is almost exactly what Matt said.”
 
Louisa grinned. “What did Grace say?”
 
“She told him he should ask and see what the children said. Grace is making arrangements for our chaperonage in the event he still wishes to make the trip.” Charlotte heaved a sigh. “The poor things. I remember having the measles. The worst part was when I began to feel well again and was still not allowed to leave the sickroom. I wish Charlie was here to help entertain them. I shall, of course, help with nursing.”
 
“As shall I.” Louisa picked up her pocketbook from the desk. “We should make a schedule that will allow us to attend our entertainments and help care for the children.”
 
She ducked as Charlotte threw a small embroidered pillow at her. “You and your schedules.”
 
“How else do you plan to accomplish our marriages? By the by, how is it going with Harrington?”
 
Charlotte’s lips formed a moue. “Not as I wish it to. He appears to think he has jumped all his hurdles. Consequently, he has gone off to his estates for a week.” She raised a brow. “I can only imagine he thinks me a sure thing.”
 
“That won’t do at all.” Louisa was not happy about that bit of information. Charlotte deserved to be treated better. “If he ignores you now, imagine what he would be like as a husband.”
 
“My thoughts exactly,” Charlotte agreed. “I do like him, yet I shall not be taken for granted. I think I must strike him as a potential husband.”
 
“I cannot say that I blame you.” Louisa wandered to the table next to one of the sofas and placed her hand on the cold teapot. “Will you ring for another pot while I change?” Charlotte nodded absently. “I have finally decided what to do about Lord Bentley.” Louisa gave her friend a wicked grin. “You must help me find a match for him.”
 
Edmond, Marquis of Bentley, heir to the Duke of Covington, had been one of the first gentlemen Louisa had met this Season, and despite the hints she had dropped, her most persistent suitor. Nothing she had done thus far had convinced him that they were not suited.
 
Her sister went off into whoops. Several moments later she pulled out her handkerchief and wiped her eyes. “That is the best idea you have had yet. If he transfers his affections to another lady, you will have managed to rid yourself of him without hurting his feelings.”
 
“Indeed. The only problem is who. She must be intelligent enough to be duchess, managing enough to ensure Bentley performs his duties, and possess a great deal of patience in order to deal with his dithering.” Louisa could not help but to grimace. “A virtue I do not possess in abundance.”
 
“More patience than you?” Charlotte’s tone was serious, but the corners of her lips twitched. “That does sound like an almost impossible combination. She would have to be a perfect paragon.”
 
Ignoring her sister’s facetious comment, Louisa said, “If we are still attending the ball this evening, we can begin searching for her.” She paused for a moment, her fingers on the door latch. “It will not be an easy task, yet I am sure we will succeed. I’ll see you in a few minutes.”
 
“We are going to the ball,” Charlotte called after Louisa. “Will you do me a favor and tell Matt? I was about to change my shoes, but you are already dressed.”
 
Their brother continued to use his study at Worthington House, saying that even with the construction it was quieter than Stanwood House.
 
“And smelling of the stables. Hold off on the tea, and I shall go straightaway.” Making her way down the stairs, Louisa strode out of house and crossed Berkeley Square.


 



Chapter Two
 
A few minutes after leaving the stables, Gideon entered the house through the garden door, quickly making his way up the corridor to the hall and the main staircase. A letter on the round heavy oak table caught his eye. It had to be from his cousin Bentley. No one else either knew he was in Town or expected him to be. Gideon should probably thank his cousin. If it had not been for him needing help with an as yet unknown emergency, he’d never have found out about what his father had been up to here.
 
Drawing off his gloves, he picked up the missive and opened it.
 

Rothwell,
 
Seems strange to call you that, but I’ll get used to it I suppose. I hope you receive this soon. What I mean is I hope you are already in Town. There is a ball tonight at Lady Sale’s and I’ve arranged for you to receive a card. Not, of course, that you would be denied entry, but I thought it the best thing to do under the circumstances. I shall meet you there.
 
Yr cousin, 
Bentley


 
Gideon blew out an annoyed breath. How in the name of all that was holy was he supposed to help his cousin when the blasted man still hadn’t told him what he needed? Even though he was several years older than Bentley, they had always been close, and Gideon would do what he could to assist. If he ever discovered what that was. He sincerely hoped Bentley either married a woman with sense or managed to develop some before he came into his father’s title.
 
Meanwhile, the ball was hours away and Gideon could use that time to his advantage. Since arriving home, he had done a great deal of research on new methods of farming and increasing crop yields. Yet first, he must have a few words with his secretary. After that, he’d visit a friend.
 
* * *
 
Less than three quarters of an hour later he knocked on the door of Worthington House. A stately butler opened the door, and Gideon handed him his card.
 
Stone-faced, the servant bowed. “Follow me, Your Grace.”
 
Gideon stifled a grin. Matt, Earl of Worthington, had always bemoaned the fact that fate had given him a butler who refused to crack a smile or unbend in the least. Why that should bother him, Gideon had no idea. Most butlers were as stiff as boards and haughtier than dukes.
 
Glancing around, he noticed that the house seemed strangely empty, and there were no carpets on the floor. Then a loud banging started.
 
A few moments later, the door to Worthington’s study opened.
 
“His Grace, the Duke of Rothwell,” the butler said in a somber tone.
 
“Thank you, Thornton.” Worthington rose, coming out from around his desk. “Rothwell, it’s good to see you back. I believe my stepmother wrote our condolences. I am sorry for your loss.”
 
Gideon held out his hand and his friend gripped it. “Thank you. Father’s dying was a shock, but what I discovered about the state of the properties and other holdings was even worse. Thankfully, the majority of the estate is entailed.”
 
“These days, it seems as if entails and the daughters of wealthy merchants are all that is saving many families. Have a seat.” Worthington waved Gideon to a large chair near an empty fireplace. “Tea will arrive shortly, however, I have wine and brandy if you’d prefer it.”
 
“Thank you, tea is perfect.” The one thing he must do was keep his wits about him. “How can you work with so much noise?”
 
“Believe me, the alternative is worse.” Worthington lowered his long frame onto a small sofa facing Gideon. “I hadn’t heard you were in Town.”
 
“I arrived late yesterday. One of my family members asked for some assistance. I shan’t be here long. There is too much work to do.”
 
“Is this strictly a social call”—Worthington canted his head slightly—“or is there something I can do for you?”
 
The tea arrived as Gideon decided how much to tell his friend about the problems he faced. If he wanted the best advice he could obtain, there was no point in hiding everything. Yet, he was reluctant to divulge too much information. “Our conversation can go no further. If what I say to you gets out, it will make my predicament much worse.”
 
Worthington lost his smile. “Naturally, you may depend on me.”
 
“I’ll be blunt. When it comes to available funds, I’m pretty well rolled up. My father ran through the accounts as if he didn’t have a care in the world. Fortunately, my steward was able to husband the resources he had at hand so that we have seed for planting, but it was at the expense of maintenance and improvements over the course of three years.”
 
“Never a good idea to let repairs go,” Worthington commented without expression.
 
Gideon nodded. “I also need to change the way we’ve been doing things. My steward is a good man, but clings to the older ways. I’ve done some reading, but I’ve come for your advice as to which of the new methods are the best.” He grinned. “Other than that, I am curious to see how you are adjusting to married life.”
 
His friend’s broad smile told him everything he wanted to know.
 
“If I had known how much fun it would be, I would have wed years ago.” Worthington raised a sardonic brow. “Thinking of joining me?”
 
Gideon’s thoughts went back to the lady on the horse he had seen earlier; then he shook his head. “I do wish to marry. It is my desire as well as my duty. Unfortunately, I am unable to offer for a lady until my finances are in better order.”
 
“You could marry an heiress.” Worthington tapped a pencil on his desk. “That is a perfectly respectable method of recouping one’s fortunes. Particularly as you did not cause the problem in the first place.”
 
“And shackle myself to a woman who cares only about being a duchess.” Gideon grimaced. “No, thank you. I want to be beforehand with the world when I take a wife, and I shall economize as much as I am able to make that happen. Fortunately, I have another year or two before my sister’s come out.” He rubbed the back of his neck before looking Worthington in the eye. “It might be stupid of me, but I don’t like the idea of using my wife’s money to repair my estates. What a lady brings to a marriage ought to be used for children and her well-being. This is my problem. I’ll take care of it.”
 
He refused to leave his wife dependent on the income of certain properties that would most certainly leave her destitute if they were not well managed. Giving himself a shake, he took a sip of tea. Not that he had to worry about marriage. He doubted if any lady would catch his interest. Except perhaps a dark-haired one with a wonderful seat, a body to match, and eyes one could happily drown in. Yet the chances he would meet her were almost nonexistent. Other than the ball this evening, he did not plan to attend any social events.
 
* * *
 
The moment Louisa approached Worthington House, an eager footman opened the door, and the sound of hammering could be heard echoing from the upper levels of the house where the schoolroom floor was being renovated.
 
The servant bowed. “His lordship is in his study, my lady.”
 
Which was almost the only reason she could have for being in her own family’s house. “Thank you.”
 
On the other hand, she felt more at home in Stanwood House. After all, she had lived there longer. When Mama had brought Louisa and her sisters to Town, they had been in Worthington House for only a few weeks before Matt and Grace married and the family moved to the Carpenters’ town home. It was nothing short of a miracle that they all got on so well. Louisa already loved Charlotte and her brothers and sisters like her own.
 
The carpet runners had been removed during the renovations, and her boots made a hollow clicking sound on the hardwood floor of the corridor. She reached the door, and knocked before opening it. “Matt—”
 
A tall gentleman, with dark blond hair, and the loveliest gray eyes she had ever seen, stood and stared at her. She fought to keep her mouth from falling open.
 
It is him!
 
The same man she had seen not more than an hour earlier. A smile tugged at his well-molded lips, and she answered with a smile of her own.
 
“Louisa,” her brother said as she dragged her gaze away from the other gentleman. “I would like to introduce you to the Duke of Rothwell. Rothwell, my sister, Lady Louisa Vivers.”
 
She stepped farther into the room, and he moved toward her. As she held out her hand, he bowed. “A pleasure, my lady.”
 
“Your Grace.” She sank into a deep curtsey. “The pleasure is mine.” The moment his warm mouth touched her gloveless fingers, her knees wobbled, and she didn’t even care that he should not have actually kissed her hand.
 
Good heavens! That had never happened before. His molten silver gaze captured hers as it had earlier. “I insist you allow me to be the better pleased, my lady.”
 
For almost the first time in her life, Louisa was speechless. Fortunately, Matt cleared his throat before she could make a complete fool of herself. She gave her hand a tug, and the duke slowly released his fingers, letting it go.
 
“Matt,” she said, sucking in a breath as she tried to still the rapid pace of her heart. It was all she could do to drag her gaze away from the duke’s. Yet she finally managed to look at her brother. “I came to tell you we will be going to the ball this evening.”
 
“Yes. I thought we might be,” he replied humorlessly. “I had hoped the measles might spare me the rest of the Season, but Grace has other ideas.”
 
“What do measles have to do with a ball?” the duke asked.
 
“I have acquired not only a wife, but several children as well.” Matt explained that before their marriage, Grace had been guardian of her brothers and sisters. A duty he had now taken over. “The three youngest are ill, but not so badly off that we must cancel our engagements.”
 
Louisa glanced back at the duke. “Will you be attending Lady Sale’s ball?”
 
“I shall be there.” His eyes turned to silver as he gazed at her. “Would you honor me with a dance, my lady?”
 
Mentally, she reviewed her dance card. Bentley normally requested the supper dance, but, if her plan to find him another lady were to succeed, she must wean him off her. “I still have the supper dance free.”
 
“Splendid. I shall look forward to seeing you again.”
 
Her brother gave her a look she could not interpret, and said, “Rothwell and I were discussing ways in which he could improve his estates.”
 
For the life of her, she did not know if he was inviting her to join the discussion or suggesting she leave. Still, she really ought to look in on the children. “You came to the right person, Your Grace. Matt is quite knowledgeable about estate matters.” She curtseyed again. “It was nice meeting you. I shall look forward to our dance.”
 
“As shall I, my lady.” His warm tone washed over her, causing a pleasant shiver to race down her back.
 
He opened the door for her, and as soon as it was closed, she practically flew back up the corridor to the hall, then across the square. Her heart thudded as it never had before. When she’d seen him this morning, she had almost stopped. Yet as much as she had wanted to throw caution to the wind, she knew she could not. Behavior like that would disappoint not only her mother but Matt and Grace as well. And then, he was here with Matt.
 
That had to be a sign they were meant to at least come to know each other. Louisa couldn’t wait to tell Charlotte!
 
* * *
 
He was a demmed fool, Gideon thought as the door closed behind Lady Louisa. Yet he could no more have ignored her as he could have stopped breathing. When she had asked if he would be at the ball this evening, he could not stop himself from asking her to dance. One dance, that was all. All it could ever be. After that, he would find out what the devil Bentley wanted, help him, and return to Rothwell Abbey.
 
“Why do I have the feeling you and my sister have met before?” Worthington turned to Gideon, his friend’s brows drawn together.
 
“Not met, precisely,” he said slowly, not wanting to anger Worthington. Lady Louisa was not only his sister but his ward as well, and Gideon had just told the man he could not afford a wife. The first time he’d seen her he should have known that she would throw his carefully ordered plans into disarray. Yet as much as he was drawn to her, the fact remained he would still have to wait to marry. He crafted his next sentence carefully. “We passed each other in the Park earlier this morning. She had a great beast with her.” He had thought his reaction to her then was strong, as if the time had slowed, and they were the only two people in the world. Yet when he’d taken Lady Louisa’s hand, every part of his body had urged him not to let her go.
 
He hadn’t wanted the moment to end. If it had not been for the slight tug of her hand, he might still be touching her. Still, he could not court her. Although, perhaps, he could hold her in his arms for a while.
 
The sound of someone or something yawning emerged from behind the desk. A long moment later, the very same beast he had seen earlier rose.
 
Worthington grinned. “This beast?”
 
“Yes, is it a Great Dane?”
 
“He is. We have two, but, Daisy, the younger one, can’t be trusted to accompany the horses yet.”
 
“Your sister is a very good rider.”
 
“She always has been.” Matt gave Gideon a strange look he could not decipher, then said, “Shall we get back to our conversation? I have some books I can lend you if you’d like.”
 
“Yes, of course. Thank you.” The vision of Lady Louisa on her horse came back to him. Damn Father. If he had not played fast and loose with the dukedom, Gideon might be able to court her. But he could not. Not while his property was in such bad skin. If for no other reason than he would not betray Worthington in such a fashion.
 
But, by God, she was beautiful. He looked forward to his dance and supper with her more than he should. Perhaps, if they got on well together, she would wait until ... No. He could not ask it of her.
 
Worthington scribbled something on a card. “This is the name and direction of my man of business. He will be able to put you in the way of some safe investments.”
 
“Thank you. That will certainly help.” Even if Gideon lost his mind and asked for her hand, Worthington, who knew the state of Gideon’s holdings, would never allow it. He had no doubt at all some lucky man would snatch her up before the Season was out.
 
Hell and damnation! Why couldn’t his bloody father have stayed away from ladybirds and the gambling tables?
 
“What can you tell me about a high-flyer who goes by the name of Mrs. Petrie?”
 
Again, Worthington leaned back against the seat. “Nothing from personal experience. I do know your father was ‘seen’ in her company quite a bit. From what I understand, she is extraordinarily expensive.”
 
“So I have been given to understand.”
 
“Is this about the duke?”
 
How much should Gideon reveal? He did not wish everyone to know what Father had been up to. Then again, Worthington seemed to know about the connection. Not to mention that Gideon had no one else he could talk to about this particular problem. “Unfortunately. During the inventory, some of the entailed jewelry was found missing. At first I thought they would turn up in my mother’s jewelry chest, but she said Father always kept them in the safe. They were not at the abbey, nor are they here. This morning I discovered the existence of Mrs. Petrie. I believe she may have the pieces.”
 
“If they were indeed in her possession, she may have pawned them.”
 
“I thought of that, but they are quite recognizable. It would take a skilled jeweler to break them up.”
 
Worthington took out another card. “Visit Rundell and Bridge’s. If they haven’t seen them, then the pawnbroker, T. M. Sutton, might be able to help you. Mr. Sutton is known for giving the best value for goods.”
 
“By the by, if you are looking for some good horseflesh, I’ll be selling some beasts I have no use for.”
 
“Will you auction them off at Tattersalls?”
 
“Yes, I need to get as much for them as possible.”
 
“Let me know when they go up for auction and I’ll have a look.”
 
“Thank you for everything.” Gideon took the card and rose. “I’ll let you get back to your business.”
 
His friend stood. “I’m glad to see you again. It’s a deuced shame you had to come back to an estate that’s in a shambles, but you’ll see it through.” They shook hands. “Let me know if you require anything else.”
 
“I shall. Thank you again for your assistance.”
 
Worthington held the door open. “I’ll have my wife, Grace, send you an invitation to dine with us as soon as we return from a short visit to Worthington Place.”
 
“I do not believe I have ever met her.”
 
A smug smile appeared on his face. “No, I snapped her up as quickly as I could.”
 
When Gideon reached the pavement, he strolled down the street, looking for a hackney coach. A few minutes later he found one letting off another customer. “Hatchett’s in Longacre.”
 
“Right then, Gov.” The shabby coach lurched forward.
 
A half hour later, he entered a huge building holding dozens of carriages in various states of repair and assembly. A man he judged to be just a few years older than himself approached.
 
“I am Mr. Hatchett the younger. May I help you, sir?”
 
“I’m pleased to meet you. I am Rothwell.” The other man bowed. “My late father ordered two carriages from you, one a landau and the other a high-perched phaeton. Unfortunately, I must cancel the orders.”
 
“I remember the commission well, but first, allow me to offer our condolences. We had heard of His Grace’s passing. As a matter of fact, it was for that reason we did not start on the landau. The phaeton, however, is about halfway complete.” He gave a discreet cough. “The woman who accompanied your father when he gave us the order sent a message asking about it just yesterday.”
 
Rapacious female. “If you will give me her direction, I shall explain the situation to her myself.”
 
Mr. Hatchett gave all the appearance of having a huge burden taken from him. “Yes, indeed, Your Grace. I’ll be happy to.”
 
“I also have a phaeton I wish to sell. Do you handle used carriages?”
 
“We do. I should be pleased to come to you or you may have your coachman bring it here.”
 
Gideon wanted that thing out of his stables as soon as possible, as well as anything else his father’s mistress laid claim to that was in his possession. “I shall have it delivered to you.”
 
Hailing another hackney, Gideon gave him the address that was not far from Green Park, then changed his mind, deciding to visit Rundell and Bridge’s first. “Ludgate Hill.”
 
“Sure this time?” the jarvey asked.
 
“Positive,” he replied.
 
Before he informed the woman she would no longer be receiving any more largesse from Rothwell, he wanted to discover if the missing jewels could be found. He also did not wish to let her know he would be investigating whether she had any property that she should not have in her possession. He wondered if the house she lived in was even hers. As enamored as his father appeared to have been, it might very well belong to him. Not only that, but he might as well call on his solicitor while he was out.
 
An image of Lady Louisa flitted through his mind. If only he could recoup his fortune quickly enough to court her.

 



Chapter Three
 
“Charlotte!” Louisa strode as fast as she could, short of running, and burst into their parlor. “I met him.”
 
Her friend set down a pen and turned in the chair. “Met whom?”
 
“The gentleman I wish to marry.” Her heart was crashing around in her chest making her breathless. “At least I think I do.”
 
After studying her for several moments, Charlotte tugged the bellpull. “This is unexpected. Where was he?”
 
“With Matt. Speaking to him about estate improvements.”
 
Her friend grinned. “I am surprised you did not stay and join them. I know how interested you are in the subject.”
 
Louisa worried her bottom lip. “I would have liked to, but I did not know if I should.”
 
“That’s not like you.” Charlotte moved to one of the sofas and patted the seat next to her. “I am agog. Tell me about him.”
 
Unable to sit, Louisa paced. “You might think I am mad, but ... but I saw him for the first time this morning during my ride, and our eyes met. It was almost as if I had known him all my life.” She glanced at her sister, who nodded encouragingly. “Then when I found him in Matt’s study it was as if it was a sign of some sort. As if fate had planned the whole thing. I could barely stop looking at him, and I think he felt the same.” The tea came and Charlotte poured, but when Louisa took her cup, her hands shook. “Dear me. First my knees and now my hands.”
 
Charlotte raised a brow.
 
“I am acting like a silly widgeon. As I was merely going to see Matt, I did not put my gloves on again, and he, Rothwell, kissed my hand.”
 
“Actually kissed your hand. Wait a moment. You said Rothwell?” Her other brow rose. “As in the Duke of Rothwell?”
 
“Yes.” Louisa nodded. “Have you met him?”
 
“No, but ... there was something.” Charlotte drew her brows together. “Ah, yes, my aunt mentioned him once. His father died while the current duke was in Canada. No one has seen him since his return. She also commented that during the last two years or so, his father had been acting strangely.” She shrugged. “That is all I know. I wonder if he will be at the ball this evening.”
 
Louisa could not stop herself from smiling. “He will be, and I am engaged to stand up with him for the supper dance.”
 
“Excellent!” Charlotte clapped her hands together. “I must say, this all sounds very promising.”
 
“I agree.” The sooner Louisa came to know him, the sooner she would know if she was right about him.
 
“If you have found your future husband, you must definitely settle Bentley.”
 
“Oh, drat. I had almost forgot about him.” Blowing out a frustrated breath, she said, “There is nothing for it. I must enact my scheme sooner rather than later.”
 
“Scheme?”
 
“Yes, yes. The one to help him find a wife.”
 
“I had forgot.” Charlotte’s eyes began to twinkle. “This does appear to make the matter more pressing. I only wish I knew of someone. Perhaps a thought will occur during morning visits.”
 
Attempting to follow her friend’s line of thought, Louisa shook her head. “Morning visits?”
 
“Yes.” Her sister drew the word out. “You remember, normally we go visiting, but today is Grace’s at-home.” Charlotte cast a brief glance at the ceiling. “You have not been hit on the head have you?”
 
“No, no. I merely forgot that this afternoon was Grace’s at-home.” Louisa picked up her teacup again. Thankfully, her hands had stopped shaking. “If only a new lady would come to Town.” One suitable for Bentley.
 
* * *
 
Due to the advice he had obtained from Worthington as well as the number of bills in his father’s drawers from Rundell and Bridge’s, one of the most expensive jewelers in London, Gideon made the shop his second stop after leaving Worthington’s.
 
A bell above the door jingled as he entered the establishment.
 
In almost no time at all, a clerk greeted him. “May I be of help, sir?”
 
“I trust so.” Gideon placed the packet of invoices, representing thousands of pounds, on the counter. “I am Rothwell. What do you know of these?”
 
The clerk looked at the package as if it might bite him. “I believe you will wish to speak with Mr. Rundell.”
 
A few minutes later, Gideon was shown into a small but elegantly appointed office. The walls were painted rather than hung with fabric, but works of art in gilt-trimmed frames hung on the walls. The furniture was all in a rich cherry.
 
When Gideon was announced, the older man sitting behind the desk rose, coming out from behind it. “Your Grace, I am Mr. Rundell.” He bowed. “I assume you are here regarding the former duke’s recent purchases.”
 
Gideon gave a curt nod. “I am indeed. There are a great many purchases just before my father’s death, and continuing after he’d been buried.”
 
“Please have a seat.” Mr. Rundell waved Gideon to a chair near the desk. “Unfortunately, we were not apprised of the date of the duke’s passing. I received this from the lady”—he said the word as if it was distasteful as he handed over a sheet of paper—“a carte blanche.”
 
Gideon felt himself pale. This was much worse than he had thought it could be. “May I see that?”
 
“Certainly, Your Grace.”
 
He glanced at what was little more than a note addressed to the jeweler giving Mrs. Petrie the ability to make any purchases she wished. Surely his father could not have been so lost to his responsibilities. Forcing down his panic, he studied the signature. Something appeared off. Although, it might be that he desperately hoped the carte blanche was false. “Needless to say, this is revoked. However, I believe the signature is not correct. I want my secretary to look at it. He is the one most familiar with my father’s hand.”
 
“Naturally, Your Grace, Rundell and Bridge’s would not wish to be a party to anyone wishing to perpetrate a fraud. Please take it with you and let me know what you find.”
 
“Thank you.” Rising, he was about to leave, when he remembered the missing jewelry. “I am also seeking a parure that is missing from the inventory. The set is quite old, dating to the sixteenth century. The gems consist of rubies and opals.”
 
“I know the pieces, but the last time I saw them was a year or so ago when they were here for cleaning and repair of some loose stones. I shall notify you immediately if it comes my way. If you would like, I shall also provide you a list of all the pieces obtained under the carte blanche.”
 
“Thank you, again,” Gideon replied, inclining his head. Allerton had already made up a list of all the jewelry for which they had received invoices, but having confirmation from Rundell and Bridge’s couldn’t hurt. “I would also ask that you not repeat any of our conversation.”
 
“Naturally, not, Your Grace. We pride ourselves on our discretion.”
 
As soon as he reached the pavement, he turned toward Victoria Street where he would find T. M. Sutton, pawnbroker. Gideon wished to know if Worthington was right about her exchanging the gewgaws for ready funds. Gideon might also be able to discover if some of the jewels she had bought using the carte blanche had been pawned.
 
The shop was surprisingly clean and well ordered.
 
“Looking for anything in particular?” a young man standing behind the counter asked.
 
He handed the lad his card. “I would like to speak with Mr. Sutton.”
 
“I’ll get him right away, Your Grace.” The man disappeared behind a maroon-colored curtain, reappearing a few moments later with a gentleman who looked to be in his forties. “Your Grace, this is my father, Mr. Sutton.”
 
As expected, the older man made a low bow before quickly appraising Gideon. “How may I be of assistance?”
 
“I am searching for information on any pieces a Mrs. Petrie may have sold to you.”
 
“Your Grace, you must understand that I cannot divulge that sort of information.”
 
“Is that so?” Gideon asked in a bored drawl. “I had been informed that your business was reputable, and the pieces I am asking about have been stolen.” Not, perhaps, quite the truth, but close enough that he did not feel the pinch of guilt. “I have a list.”
 
Mr. Sutton took the paper. As he perused it, his lips thinned. “I recognize some of these.”
 
The total of the list amounted to a small fortune. Enough, if Gideon could prove the note was forged, to significantly help recoup the losses for which his father had been responsible. The question now was what the pawnbroker would do about it. “I shall have my solicitor contact you concerning how to resolve this matter.”
 
“Yes, indeed,” Mr. Sutton said, his voice grim. No doubt, this would represent a large loss for his business. Gideon sympathized with the man, but had his own losses to make up. “We are a reputable business. I shall be happy to help you remedy this matter. I assume I may contact you if more pieces are brought to me?”
 
“I’d appreciate that.” This was going much better than he had expected. He said a short prayer that he was right about his father’s signature.
 
Under a half hour later, he alighted in front of Rothwell House and strode straight back to his study. “Allerton.”
 
The secretary glanced up. “Your Grace.”
 
Gideon handed his secretary the paper. “Is this my father’s signature? It appears to be like his, but there is something not quite right.”
 
The man took the document, read it, and rubbed the spot between his brows before pulling out a large magnifying glass and studying the note. After a few moments, he raised his head. “No, thank God. It is not. However, it is just one loop that is not correct.”
 
“Rundell and Bridge’s said it came with his seal.”
 
“I suspect that under the circumstances that was easily done. In fact, the reason I studied the signature so closely was because that female had the nerve to bring this letter, or one like it, here and ask that His Grace sign it. Instead, he wrote a letter to the shop telling them to give her one piece of jewelry of her choosing.”
 
“She, or an accomplice, must have forged the signature.” Gideon sat on the leather chair in front of Allerton’s desk. “What do I do now? Raid her house?”
 
A slight smile appeared on his secretary’s face. Lord knew that the man hadn’t had much to be happy about lately. “I suggest you have your solicitor wait on you.”
 
“I’ll attend to that as soon as I have the list Rundell and Bridge’s offered to send.”
 
“That would be wise, Your Grace.”
 
“I wish I had been informed about Mrs. Petrie earlier. As it was, I discovered her existence by sheer chance.”
 
His secretary heaved a sigh. “Her Grace did not want anyone to tell you.” Allerton’s voice sounded tired. As if he’d had the weight of the world on his shoulders. The older man’s light brown hair was starting to gray around his temples. “I believe she wished for you to remember the duke as he was.”
 
“Nevertheless, considering funds were still going to the woman”—Gideon kept his voice calm but firm—“it would have been best for me to have been advised.”
 
“I should have said something earlier, Your Grace. Would you like me to make a list of other items your father bought for her?”
 
“Yes, that way I can figure out what she procured on her own.”
 
His secretary brought out a stack of invoices. “As you know, some of the purchases have been made recently.”
 
“I assume it is possible that having had success with the letter she gave Rundell and Bridge’s, she has done the same at other shops.” He took the bills and leafed through them before placing them back on the desk. “Separate them by business and whether the items were bought before or after his death. Arrange them in a packet, and I shall personally visit the shops in the morning.”
 
Allerton seemed to breathe a sigh of relief.
 
“How much do you believe it all comes to?”
 
“My best reckoning is close to twenty thousand pounds, Your Grace. Give or take a few pence.”
 
Gideon gave a low whistle, glad his mother was not present to hear him. She’d desist his using such a vulgarity. “That would put us back on our feet again.”
 
“It would be a great relief, Your Grace.”
 
There were still the estates to see to, but this would go a long way. Enough that he might be able to ask Worthington’s permission to court Lady Louisa. Although marriage was still out of the question for the nonce.
 
With a lighter step, he left the office, went to his chambers. “Hobson.”
 
“Your Grace.”
 
His valet had been with him since he’d left Oxford and was elated to be back on English soil. The rough and ready Canadian ways had not appealed to his sense of dignity. Upon Gideon’s arrival in London, his valet had insisted that the first place he visit was Weston’s to be outfitted with new clothing.
 
“I am attending Lady Sale’s ball this evening.”
 
“Excellent, Your Grace. I shall have everything in order. Will you dine in or out?”
 
He considered his options. He did not really want the company of his club. On the other hand, it might give him an opportunity to find out more about the woman. “Inquire as to whether Cook is expecting me. If not, I shall dine at my club.”
 
Mostly he wanted to fill the hours between now and when he’d see Lady Louisa again.
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