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			From shopkeepers...to Cinderella brides!

			On a quiet street in Bath, you’ll find a small, unassuming biscuit shop. And, if you walk in, you’ll have the chance to taste a small slice of perfection. Belle biscuits are like nothing you could imagine! Though the shop would be nothing without the women who run it... 

			But it’s not just confectionery delights that customers fall in love with—it’s the shopkeepers, too! From a captain about to become an earl, to an officer who has just stepped back onto shore, there’s an unexpected love story around every corner... 
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			The Duke’s Runaway Bride

			All available now
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			Author Note

			The Duke’s Runaway Bride is the third and penultimate (probably) in my Regency Belles of Bath series. I find writing series quite hard because I usually either forget all the details I assume I’ll remember or lose my notes, but I do have a soft spot for my biscuit shop. It’s based partly on the places I used to visit in Bath with my grandmother and partly on a scene in the 1995 film version of Persuasion when Anne and Captain Wentworth meet in a coffee shop. That’s become my ideal of how a coffee shop should look: wood paneled, cozy and with torrential rain pouring outside!

			There’s just one more book in the series to go. It’s not hard to guess who the hero and heroine will be, but in the meantime, I hope you enjoy Quinton and Beatrix’s story. A reader suggested the name Quin, so special thanks to them!
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			Prologue

			Oxfordshire, March 1807

			Quinton Everett Maximilian Roxbury, Twelfth Duke of Howden, squeezed on his reins, slowing his mount from a canter to a trot to a sedate, almost snail-paced walk. Unfortunately, no amount of squeezing, or leaning back in his saddle, or even willing his horse to sprout wings and fly off in the other direction, could prevent him from arriving eventually, and so it was only a matter of minutes before he found himself dismounting in front of the grey stone exterior of Howden Hall, low in spirits and heavy of heart. It made a sorry contrast. Just five minutes before, his heart had felt comparatively light. Not weightless, that condition being little more than a boyhood memory, but lighter. Now, looking up at the vast facade of his ancestral home, he felt as though one of the stones had just settled in his stomach. And he detested those stones, every last one.

			At least he was doing something about them these days, he consoled himself, as the sound of distant hammering attested. Thanks to his newly acquired fortune, he’d finally been able to order some essential repairs, just in time in the case of the roof, though even that wasn’t enough to make him like the place. He never had. He never expected to. And yet there he was, trapped for ever. He was Howden and Howden was he; their identities entwined for life.

			‘Will that be all, sir?’

			A groom came running from the direction of the stables and he nodded, forcing himself to relinquish the reins. A few moments of self-pity and resentment were all very well, but he had duties to attend to, a towering heap of them, in fact, and ten o’clock in the morning was quite late enough to start.

			He made his way up the front steps, wondering if he looked as beleaguered and weary as he felt. Since inheriting the estate, he’d developed at least two new frown lines across his forehead, not to mention a seemingly ingrained furrow between his brows. Thankfully, his hair was still as thick and black as ever, but he expected it to start falling out and turning grey any day now.

			It was almost comical in a bleak kind of way. Thirteen months ago, he’d been considered a prize catch in the Marriage Mart: young, handsome and the heir to a supposedly thriving dukedom to boot. Twelve months ago, on the other hand...well, it was fair to say that his reputation had suffered a blow, in the most mortifying and public way possible. After that not even the most ambitious Society mamas had sought him out, unwilling to lose their daughters to a life of public scandal and probable ruin. Which had been both a compliment to them and a lesson in self-worth for him.

			He inclined his head to the footman who opened the front door and then stopped in the middle of the hallway, allowing himself to be divested of his outdoor garments while he waited.

			One, two, three... He glanced longingly in the direction of his study door. Could he reach it in time? No, experience had taught him that any attempt would be futile. Better to stay and get it over with... Four, five... He planted his feet more firmly apart... Six, seven... That was unexpected. He didn’t often get this far. Usually they were lying in wait... Eight, nine... Ah, there they were, footsteps approaching; three sets, if he wasn’t mistaken. He rolled his shoulders and flexed his neck from one side to the other, bracing himself... Ten.

			‘You won’t believe what he’s done!’ Seventeen-year-old Antigone was the first to exclaim, pointing accusingly in the direction of the library.

			‘Justin?’ Quinton arched an eyebrow as their fourteen-year-old brother loped after her.

			‘It’s a disgrace!’ These words from his mother, descending the staircase. ‘I’ve never been so insulted!’

			He rubbed a hand over his chin, doubting the truth of that particular statement, though he supposed there was no way to avoid asking. ‘How so?’

			‘Mrs Padgett is holding a soirée next week and I’m not invited!’

			‘I thought you didn’t like Mrs Padgett?’

			‘I don’t, but that’s hardly the point. I’m still the Duchess.’ A small crease appeared between her brows. ‘Of sorts anyway. I ought to be invited everywhere, whether I choose to attend or not. Instead I have to read about it in a letter from Lady Fortescue.’

			‘How thoughtful of her to tell you.’

			‘She’s a spiteful old cat. The next time I see her, I’ll—’

			‘He read my diary!’ Antigone refused to be ignored any longer.

			‘What?’ Their mother’s head snapped around. ‘Justin, is this true?’

			‘Yes, it’s true! I was writing in the library, but I had to get up to...you know, and when I came back he had his nose buried between the covers, the little sneak.’

			‘I don’t know why you’re so bothered.’ The accused finally spoke up for himself. ‘There was nothing interesting. She saw some daffodils yesterday, did you know? Fascinating.’

			‘You’re an insensitive pig!’

			‘Justin, one does not invade another person’s privacy.’ His mother lifted her chin expressly for the purpose of looking down her nose. ‘Although, I believe we’ve discussed your use of the library before, Antigone.’

			‘You always take his side!’

			‘I am not taking anyone’s side. Strictly speaking, however, the library belongs to the gentlemen of the house. A lady ought to write in the comfort of the drawing room or her own bedchamber, where you have a perfectly charming escritoire, I might add.’

			‘I prefer the library!’

			‘And a lady does not use the words “sneak” or “pig”.’

			‘This one does.’ Antigone’s green eyes flashed dangerously. ‘I could call him other names, too. Corin taught me.’

			‘Go on.’ Justin perked up immediately. ‘I want to learn them, as well.’

			‘Enough!’ Quinton held up a hand before his sister could open her mouth again. ‘Justin, you were in the wrong. Mother, rise above Mrs Padgett and Lady Fortescue. Antigone, whatever those names were, I order you to forget them immediately. In exchange, I’ll take you out riding tomorrow. The woods are filled with daffodils.’

			‘Oh, yes, please!’

			‘What about me?’ Justin sounded as if he’d just regressed to toddlerhood. ‘I want to come, too!’

			‘Absolutely not. You can write an essay about why you were wrong and then translate it into Latin. It’ll be good practice for school. And now, if you’ll all excuse me, I have some paperwork to attend to. I trust that we can save any additional drama until luncheon?’ He gave them each a stern look, making sure there were no additional protests before escaping swiftly towards his office.

			‘Masterfully done,’ another voice drawled just as his hand touched the door handle.

			Quinton closed his eyes, counting to ten—again—before turning around and lifting his gaze to the minstrels’ gallery that ran along the top of the great hall. At twenty-five, Corin was only three years his junior, but sometimes the difference felt more like fifty.

			‘You’re up early.’ He couldn’t resist the dig.

			‘I know. So much shouting...’

			‘I need to get on with some work.’

			‘I don’t keep a diary myself,’ Corin persisted, tapping his nose confidentially. ‘It would be far too bleak.’

			‘Quite. I’ll see you at luncheon, then.’ He took a second look at his brother’s unkempt hair and what appeared to be yesterday’s clothes. ‘I’d appreciate it if you could make yourself look a bit more presentable by then.’

			‘I’ll do my best, but I can’t make any promises.’ Corin lifted his shoulders. ‘You’d know better than to believe them anyway.’

			Quinton gave a tight smile, opening his study door and then shutting it firmly behind him. His family were...well, they were his family. He loved them, he was prepared to lay down his life for any one of them if necessary, but the constant complaining and shouting and bickering and insinuating was exhausting. Even on good days he was tempted to throw the whole lot of them out onto the street, Helen excepted. And where was Helen anyway? Hiding under a table somewhere, probably. Life would be so much easier if he could join her.

			He leaned his shoulder against the door jamb for a few moments, relishing the sudden descent of peace. His study was his haven, his escape, the one place in the house his family knew not to intrude upon without some life-threatening situation that required his urgent attention. Which was exactly the reason he spent around eighty per cent of his time there.

			Slowly, he crossed the faded red carpet to his leather-embossed, walnut desk and sat down. At least Justin would be going to Eton soon. That ought to reduce the amount of shouting, though no doubt Antigone would then begin wailing about how much she missed him. She needed a companion, another woman to talk to, or else she’d be left essentially alone with their mother and that hardly bore thinking about. He ought to start making arrangements, but it was difficult to decide anything until...well, until a certain other matter was settled. It was taking somewhat longer than he’d expected, but, as it turned out, people were even harder to manage than stones.

			‘Good morning, Your Grace.’ His secretary, Harker, appeared in the doorway that connected their two studies. ‘I trust that you had a pleasant ride? Not too cold?’

			‘Very cold, but still enjoyable.’ He placed his hands flat on the table, determined to get straight down to business. ‘However, it occurred to me that we ought to take a second look at those plans for the new labourers’ cottages. I’m not sure the designs are quite large enough.’

			‘Of course, Your Grace, I’ll go and find them now, only...’

			‘Yes?’ Quinton quirked an eyebrow, surprised by his secretary’s reticence. Usually he was straight to the point. ‘Is something the matter?’

			‘Not exactly. Only the thing is...that is to say, a messenger arrived this morning. He brought a letter.’

			‘That’s not so unusual, surely?’

			‘No, except that he came from Bath.’

			‘Ah.’ It was a good thing, Quinton thought, that he was already sitting down. At that precise moment he couldn’t have vouched for the stability of his own legs. ‘I see.’

			‘Naturally, I haven’t looked at the contents.’ Harker pulled a folded piece of parchment from his inner pocket and passed it across the desk. ‘Although I took the liberty of keeping it about my person.’

			‘To avoid prying eyes, you mean? Good idea.’

			Harker took a tactful step backwards. ‘I’ll leave you to read it in peace. If Your Grace would excuse me?’

			‘Yes, thank you, that will be all for now.’

			Quinton waited until his secretary’s door had closed behind him before looking at the letter, then at a point in mid-air, then at the letter again. There it was, the very thing he’d been waiting for, and yet now that he held it between his fingers he was aware of a strange sense of foreboding. The very parchment itself felt hot, as if the words inside might actually brand him if he wasn’t careful. Not that speculation was going to do him any good either... He took a deep breath, unfolded the parchment and read. The handwriting inside was small and neat, without any loops or flourishes, and the message itself concise, only two paragraphs long, containing no excuses or explanations, no pleas for help or declarations of feeling, just an expression of regret and an offer.

			He leaned back in his chair, letting the parchment drop from his fingers onto the desk. Well, he had to hand it to her. Just when he thought that his wife was out of surprises, she gave him the biggest one of all.

			Daffodils would have to wait. It was time for him to go to Bath and avert another scandal.

		
	
		
			Chapter One

			Belles Biscuit Shop, City of Bath, 
the next day...

			‘Almost done,’ Beatrix Roxbury, née Beatrix Thatcher, also known to the residents of Bath as Belinda Carr, slid one last pin into the mass of flaming-red curls before her and stepped back with a satisfied nod. ‘There you go. Perfect!’

			‘Really?’ The object of her ministrations sounded dubious.

			‘Take a look for yourself.’ She held up a small hand mirror. ‘Personally, I think you look lovely.’

			‘Oh!’ Nancy MacQueen, her friend, fellow baker and resident of the adjacent bedroom, looked uncharacteristically stunned. ‘It’s so different. I don’t know what to say.’

			‘That you like it?’

			‘Yes! I’ve just never seen it so neat. Usually it looks like there’s a cluster of snakes on my head.’

			‘You’re not Medusa.’ Beatrix smiled fondly. ‘Although I admit you’re quite good at frightening people.’

			‘I take that as a compliment.’

			‘I know. I meant it as one, too, especially since I know you have a heart of gold underneath.’

			‘Harumph...’ Nancy blinked at her reflection a few more times and then beamed. ‘I love it. I look like the rest of you, for once.’

			‘What do you mean, “the rest of us”?’

			‘You and Henrietta and Anna. You’re all so pretty and put-together.’

			‘I don’t know about that. I mean, I still haven’t met Anna, but I always feel so drab next to you and Henrietta.’ Beatrix turned the hand mirror around and sighed. ‘What colour is my hair anyway? Blonde or brown?’

			‘It’s b...’ Nancy paused. ‘Light brown.’

			‘Exactly. Or dark blonde. Neither one nor the other. Drab.’

			‘Well, whatever it is, it’s the exact same shade as your eyes.’

			‘So I’m doubly drab?’

			‘Co-ordinated.’ Nancy laughed and stood up. ‘All right, you’ve made your point. Maybe we should both just agree to feel pretty this evening. It’s a special occasion, after all, the grand opening of Henrietta’s Tea Shop!’

			‘I know!’ Beatrix forgot all about her drabness, bouncing up onto her tiptoes with excitement. ‘I can’t wait to see what they’ve done, and so quickly, too. It’s hardly been two months since they got back, though of course they’ve had a lot of help from Mr Redbourne. He was the one who found them premises so quickly.’

			‘Mmm.’

			‘And with rooms above for them to live in. Which, you have to admit, saved us from having to move out. We couldn’t all have fitted in here.’

			‘Yes. It was kind of him.’

			Beatrix felt her jaw drop. ‘What?’

			‘Nothing. I said it was kind.’

			‘You just complimented Mr Redbourne!’

			‘I did not!’

			‘You did!’

			‘I gave credit where it was due, that’s all. Anything else I might think about him hasn’t changed.’

			‘But why—?’

			‘And I’m not going to discuss it!’ Nancy thrust her chin into the air. ‘Now, you’d better change so we can get going.’

			‘You go ahead.’ Beatrix stretched her arms above her head, knowing better than to pursue the subject any further. When it came to James Redbourne, Nancy was even more intractable than usual. ‘I want to sit down for five minutes first.’

			‘Oh, dear.’ Nancy looked immediately contrite. ‘I’ve made you late.’

			‘Don’t be silly. I offered to do your hair and mine won’t take more than a few minutes. Now hurry along and I’ll catch up.’

			‘Are you sure?’

			‘Perfectly.’ She dropped down onto the bed behind her. ‘It’s been a long day and my feet need a rest.’

			‘The shop was busy,’ Nancy agreed from the doorway. ‘Just don’t fall asleep or I’ll come back and fetch you.’

			Beatrix yawned and wriggled back against the pillows, closing her eyes for a few seconds as the sound of footsteps receded. Nancy was right, if she stayed there then she was liable to fall asleep and miss the celebrations completely, but her bed was so comfortable. Or if it wasn’t in reality then it was to her. Her bed in her room beside her rickety old chair by her scratched maple wood table in the corner; they were all perfection.

			Belles was the first place she’d thought of as home in twelve years, ever since the death of her parents had left her one of the wealthiest heiresses in England—one of the wealthiest middle-class heiresses anyway—and she treasured everything about it. The shop had given her a place to live, a profession to learn, friends she could trust and a sense of contentment she hadn’t felt since she was ten years old.

			There was only one grey smudge on her conscience, but now that she was settled, she was doing her best to set that to rights, too. After two months of humming and hawing, the letter she’d been dreading to write was finally sealed and sent—unbeknownst to Nancy, who would have tried to stop her—so now all she had to do was wait. In the meantime, she could get up and enjoy the party.

			She heaved herself upright, removing her shop dress and giving herself a quick wash from the basin before twisting her long, drab hair into a knot on top of her head and sliding into her new, apple-green muslin gown. It wasn’t very elaborate or even particularly good quality, with only a thin strip of white lace around the neckline, but she’d purchased it with her own earnings especially for the occasion, and that fact alone made her feel like a princess. As a final touch, she added a small pair of topaz earrings and then headed downstairs barely five minutes behind Nancy.

			Stifling a yawn, she made her way out through the shop, wrapping a shawl around her shoulders as she locked the front door behind her. In the early evening, the sky was a brilliant shade of cerulean blue and a family of finches were busy chirruping their farewells to the day from the opposite rooftop, filling the air with a cheerful, harmonious melody. She looked up and smiled, wishing she weren’t already late so that she could stay and enjoy their song for longer. Maybe if she walked slowly...

			‘Beatrix?’

			She froze with one foot in mid-air, feeling as if her heart had just slammed hard into her ribcage and then plummeted all the way down to her stomach, not with fear so much as surprise. No, that was too mild a description. Utter, total, stupefying amazement was better. There was no mistaking that voice, which was odd considering on how few occasions she’d actually heard it, but then she supposed some voices were memorable, her husband’s particularly so.

			Quinton.

			A thin layer of perspiration broke out on her palms and forehead, though she didn’t move so much as a muscle, her thoughts whirling as she wondered how to react, whether to faint, run or do the sensible thing and face him. Fainting, apparently, wasn’t something a person could will upon themselves, and what would happen if she ran? Would he pursue her? Yes, of course he’d pursue her, she thought in mortification. He was there, wasn’t he? After coming in person—and what on earth was he doing there in person?—it wasn’t likely that he’d simply give up at the sight of her retreating back. Brief as their acquaintance had been, he hadn’t struck her as lazy or unfit. Quite the contrary, in fact. He’d struck her as quite robustly healthy. And even if he didn’t chase after her himself, he was a duke. No doubt he had attendants with him. He’d probably send one of them to catch her, which would be doubly mortifying. No, running away—again—was a foolish impulse, but she still wasn’t ready to see him, not here and not now. She was supposed to be going to a party! And he must be thinking she’d turned into a statue...

			Slowly, she turned around, willing her imagination to be playing tricks on her, but there he was, looking every inch the haughty peer of the realm that she remembered, swathed in a black cape and wearing a top hat that made him appear a full two heads taller than she was. She ran her tongue along her lips and swallowed, hoping she didn’t look as intimidated as she suddenly felt.

			‘Good evening.’ He inclined his head as if they were mere acquaintances, which to be fair seemed a more fitting description than husband and wife.

			‘Your Grace.’ She dipped into what hopefully passed for a curtsy, amazed by how calm her voice sounded when her mouth felt like a desert and her insides like a quivering mass of jelly. ‘This is a surprise?’ Somehow the statement came out sounding more like a question.

			‘You wrote to me.’

			‘Yes, but surely the messenger only arrived yesterday?’

			‘Nonetheless, here I am.’

			‘Oh.’ She dug her teeth into her bottom lip, unable to think of a single other thing to say. She wasn’t sure what she’d expected to happen when he’d received her letter, but it certainly hadn’t been for him to turn up on her doorstep the next day. A lawyer perhaps in a week or two, but not him! From what she could see, he was alone, too, without a single attendant to manhandle her. Which was a relief, although it still didn’t explain what he was doing there...

			After running away on their wedding day, she’d assumed that he’d never want to see her again. She’d assumed that he’d be furious. Surely he was furious! Only he didn’t look furious. He looked...nothing. Whatever he was feeling inside, his expression was just as austerely handsome and inscrutable and...ducal as it had been on their wedding day. As if no time had passed and nothing else had happened...

			‘You look well.’ He removed his top hat, reducing the difference between them to a single head, not that it made her feel much better. The initial shock was subsiding, but her pulse was still thudding painfully hard and she was getting a crick in her neck from looking upwards.

			‘Do I?’

			‘Yes. Bath obviously agrees with you.’

			‘I suppose so,’ she agreed warily, trying not to blink under the intensity of his blue gaze. ‘I like it here.’

			‘Indeed.’ He turned his head to look at Belles. ‘So this is it?’

			She blinked. ‘This is what?’

			‘Your biscuit shop. I’ve been wondering what was so special about it.’

			‘You’ve been wondering...’ It took her a few moments to fully comprehend his meaning. ‘You mean you knew I was here?’

			‘Since December, yes...’ there was a momentary pause while he examined the window shutters ‘...Belinda.’

			She gave a start at the sound of her ‘other’ name, the one she’d been living under for the past three and a half months. ‘But how? Why didn’t you—?’

			‘I’d prefer not to discuss my private business on the street.’ He turned his head back sharply towards her. ‘Perhaps we might talk inside?’

			‘That depends on what you want to say.’ She stiffened her spine, determined not to let him take control of the situation. She’d spent too much of her life allowing other people to do that. ‘If you’ve come because of my letter then you know my offer. Do you accept?’

			‘No.’

			‘What?’ She pressed a hand to her mouth with a gasp. So much for not letting him take control. She felt—no doubt she looked—stunned. ‘But I offered to free you. I offered either an annulment or a divorce!’

			‘Yes.’

			‘I said that you could keep all the money and that I wouldn’t contest it or make any fuss.’

			‘I know.’

			‘Then why not?’

			‘Call me eccentric, but I have a strange revulsion against stealing another person’s fortune.’

			‘But it’s not mine any more! Legally everything I inherited became yours on our wedding day.’ She strove to keep the bitterness out of her voice. ‘You wouldn’t be stealing.’

			‘As good as.’ His eyes seemed to spark with some emotion, though it came and went so quickly she couldn’t be sure whether or not she’d imagined it. ‘However, despite what you may have thought, I was never happy about the idea of marrying for money. I did what I needed to do, but I’ll be damned if I don’t fulfil my side of the bargain, as well.’

			‘But I’m saying that you don’t have to!’

			‘And I’m saying that I do. Ironic as those two words sound under the circumstances.’

			‘I don’t... You don’t understand.’ She clenched her teeth and fists at the same time, panic making her indiscreet. She’d been so sure of him accepting her offer, she hadn’t even considered the alternative. ‘I don’t want you to fulfil your side of the bargain!’

			‘Yes, I believe you made that point abundantly clear. However, as your husband I vowed to protect and take care of you.’

			‘I can protect and take care of me. I admit, I wasn’t particularly good at either to begin with, but I am now. I’ve made myself a home and I’m happy here. How dare you think you can just come and claim me?’

			‘I dare because it’s the truth, as I think we both know.’

			Beatrix sucked in a breath, her emotions swinging wildly between fear, resentment and anger. He was right, she did know. By law, he could demand whatever he wanted and there was nothing anyone could do about it, least of all her. A wife had no independent identity, no personal freedom, no way to even petition for a divorce; as good as a prisoner at the whim of her husband. And now here she was in the exact situation that Nancy had warned her about! A shudder racked her body at the thought. If only she’d listened instead of trying to set things right by sending that letter...

			‘As it happens, however, I haven’t come to claim anything.’ He sounded maddeningly calm. ‘I’ve simply come to talk.’

			‘Just talk?’

			‘Given the circumstances, I thought a conversation wasn’t too much to ask. After all, how many bridegrooms can say they’ve been abandoned on their wedding day? And after the wedding, too? From what I understand, most brides make a run for it beforehand.’

			‘Ye-es. About that...’

			‘Not here,’ he repeated firmly. ‘Inside.’

			Beatrix narrowed her eyes suspiciously. He’d struck her as cold and forbidding the first time they’d met, an ice-capped mountain in human form, but now there was something different about him. He looked tired. Careworn. Oppressed even. If she were going to labour the mountain metaphor even further then she might have said there were cracks in his cliff-face, as if he were trying to hold back an avalanche. None of which told her whether or not she could trust him.

			‘If I wanted to claim you then I could have done so at any point since December.’ He sounded impatient, seeming to guess her thoughts. ‘You’ve nothing to fear from me, Beatrix, I give you my word.’

			‘Oh, all right.’ She lifted her key to the door and then hesitated. If she didn’t make an appearance at the party soon then Nancy would assume that she’d fallen asleep and come back to fetch her, and the last thing she needed was for her housemate and husband to meet. She’d never seen fireworks, but she’d heard about them and, Duke or no Duke, she imagined the effect would be similar. ‘But not here.’

			He was the one to look suspicious this time. ‘Any particular reason?’

			Yes, an extremely belligerent one with red hair, as it happened... ‘I’m just not sure that we’d have privacy.’

			‘Very well. In that case, I’m staying at the George Hotel. Would that be more amenable?’

			She stiffened in shock. ‘You mean go to a hotel together?’

			‘Yes, since we apparently can’t use a biscuit shop. It’s not particularly scandalous when you consider that we’re already married.’ He paused and looked thoughtful. ‘It’s not scandalous at all, in fact.’

			‘But what if somebody sees me? What if they think that I’m...you know...?’

			‘I do know, although I’m not sure what you want me to say.’ His gaze swept down to her feet and then back up again. ‘You’re hardly dressed like one.’

			‘I still don’t look much like a duchess!’

			‘True. However, it’s either here or there. You decide.’ He pinched the bridge of his nose between two fingers. ‘Only preferably before it gets dark. I’ve had a long journey and I’m tired.’

			Beatrix drew her brows together. He might not care about other people’s opinions, but he didn’t live in Bath. What if they were seen together by someone who knew her? It could start all kinds of rumours. On the other hand, it was still safer than being caught by Nancy.

			‘Fine. Just give me a moment to write a note for my friend. I’ll tell her that something’s come up and I can’t be...where I’m supposed to be.’

			‘As you wish.’

			‘It’s not a trick. I won’t run out the back door, I promise.’

			A black eyebrow rose upwards. ‘The thought never crossed my mind.’

			She gave him a withering look, then hurried inside and up to the parlour, scribbling a message about having a headache and going for a walk. It wasn’t particularly believable, but it was better than nothing. Nancy wouldn’t be able to read it herself, but she could show it to Henrietta.

			Satisfied, she ran back down the stairs, propped the note up on the shop counter and closed the door behind her.

			‘You’re not sending the note?’ Either her husband hadn’t bothered to lower his eyebrow the first time or he’d just raised it again.

			‘No.’ She shook her head, knowing that Nancy would ruthlessly interrogate any messenger. ‘She’ll find it. Trust me.’

			‘Very well, then.’ He lifted a hand, gesturing ahead of them down the street. ‘Shall we?’

			Beatrix tightened her shawl around her shoulders and started walking, relieved when he didn’t offer an arm. Frankly, the thought of any physical contact with him was unnerving. They hadn’t touched very often, only twice, now that she thought about it—once when he’d kissed her hand after his proposal and again when he’d slid the wedding ring over her finger—and both times had left her feeling hot, trembly and decidedly uncomfortable in a way that she hadn’t understood or appreciated. Even walking beside him now, she was aware of her pulse beating twice as fast as usual.

			‘This way.’ She swung away from him abruptly, crossing to the far side of Great Pulteney street to avoid walking right outside Redbourne’s General Store and its new neighbour, Henrietta’s. A quick peek through the windows showed that the tea room was already full of guests, almost bursting at the seams, in fact, though the new sign above the door was still draped in cloth, waiting to be unveiled. She only hoped that her conversation with her husband wouldn’t take too long and she’d be back in time to see it happen.

			‘Acquaintances of yours?’ Quinton turned his head in the same direction.

			‘Friends, actually. Good ones,’ she answered pointedly. At least that would tell him she had friends—ones who would help her, or try to anyway, if she needed their support—even if she was currently trying to get past them as quickly and stealthily as possible.

			Fortunately, it was only a few minutes until they were safely over the bridge and making their way up Milsom Street towards the George Hotel, an elegant, honey-coloured building with large Doric columns on either side of the main doorway.

			‘You’d better wait out here and I’ll send a page to escort you up.’ Her husband stopped on the threshold. ‘That way we won’t leave your reputation completely in tatters.’

			‘Oh...yes...’ She felt her cheeks flush at the reminder. ‘Thank you.’

			‘I’ll see you upstairs in a few minutes?’ He gave her one last penetrating look before turning away, vanishing inside without waiting for an answer.

			Beatrix stared after him, wondering whether it wouldn’t be wiser to turn and run back to the safety of Henrietta’s and her friends after all, but somehow her feet refused to budge. For one thing, because he was giving her a choice, not compelling her. For another, because he was right, a conversation wasn’t too much to ask; it was the least that she owed him. And for a third...well, for a third because if she was going to get a divorce then it seemed they needed to talk. And she needed to be a lot more persuasive.

			‘Miss?’ A page came out and bowed discreetly. ‘Are you...?’

			‘Yes.’ She pulled her shoulders back and herself together. ‘Yes, I am.’

			‘Very good, miss. This way.’

		
	
		
			Chapter Two

			‘You came, then?’ Her husband opened the door himself, tossing a coin to the page before stepping aside to let her in.

			‘I said that I would.’ Beatrix lifted her chin as she crossed the threshold.

			‘If memory serves, you also said “I do”.’ He closed the door behind her and made a face. ‘Forgive me, that was a low blow.’

			‘Yes, it was.’ Annoyingly, it was also true. Given their history, she could hardly expect him to put a great deal of store in her word. ‘Here. You can take these as an apology.’

			She thrust her shawl and gloves at him, not waiting to see his reaction before walking ahead into the suite. From the look of it, there were three rooms beyond the entrance hall: the drawing room she’d just entered, a dining area to the left and—she turned her face away quickly from the sight of a large four-poster bed through the open doorway—a bedroom to the right.

			‘You look different.’ Her husband’s voice came from behind her shoulder.

			‘Do I?’ She didn’t bother to turn around, though she could feel his gaze like a touch on the nape of her neck. It sent an unusual, not entirely unpleasant, but definitely unnerving shiver down her spine.

			‘Yes. You look older.’

			Older. She pursed her lips as he came to stand beside her. It wasn’t much of a compliment, not that she ought to have expected one. He’d never given her so much as an approving glance before so it was hardly likely he’d start now. Still, at least it gave her licence to be honest, as well...

			‘So do you.’

			‘I know. My mirror reminds me of the fact every morning. However, I wasn’t talking about your appearance exactly. I meant more your demeanour and...’ He gestured at her dress. ‘This. I like it better than your wedding dress.’

			‘So do I, but then I chose this one myself.’

			‘You mean you didn’t choose your wedding gown?’

			‘No.’ She was faintly offended by the suggestion. ‘My aunt chose all of my clothes before.’

			‘Ah. That explains the frills, but this style suits you. The colour, too.’

			She jerked her head back. That was almost a compliment. ‘Green is my favourite.’

			‘Good to know.’ He nodded slowly as if he were filing the information away for future reference. ‘I suppose that’s the sort of thing a married couple ought to know about each other, although for myself I’ve never really considered the matter. Blue, probably.’ He shrugged and then gestured towards a small round table set in a bay window. There was a chair on either side and a bottle of what appeared to be red wine in the centre. ‘Take a seat. I took the liberty of preparing.’

			‘I don’t drink.’

			‘That’s for me, although I could ring for some tea if you like?’

			‘No, thank you. This shouldn’t take long.’

			‘Indeed? Shall we sit and get it over with, then?’

			She clenched her teeth at the sarcasm, not that she disagreed with the sentiment, taking the chair facing the hall while he took the one opposite.

			‘So.’ He placed one hand on the table between them, tapping his fingers lightly against the surface. ‘Perhaps we ought to get straight to the point. What happened? Something happened, I presume?’

			She glanced at his hand, tempted to pretend that she didn’t know what he meant. She didn’t want to talk about their wedding day, but if she were going to persuade him to apply for a divorce then apparently she needed to tell him the truth, more—and maybe a little extra—of it than she’d intended. Surely he’d be glad to be rid of her then.

			‘Not exactly, although it wasn’t planned either.’ She lifted her gaze back to his as she spoke. A new feeling of tension seemed to have settled over the room, like a low-hanging cloud with tiny lightning bolts flashing across the ceiling. It made her far too aware of her own breathing—of his too—as their eyes locked and held across the table. Strangely enough, now that she looked at him properly, he was a lot more handsome than her memory had given him credit for, the almost razor-sharp lines of his face lending him a strong and commanding aspect. ‘I had no intention of running away when we said our vows. I swear it never crossed my mind until afterwards.’

			‘A burst of inspiration, then?’

			‘Impulse.’ She corrected him. ‘The opportunity was there so I took it. There was no one watching me. For the first time in months, I was all alone, free to make my own decisions...’ She shook her head, squirming beneath the intensity of his gaze. ‘My only defence is that it seemed like the right thing to do at the time. Although I appreciate it must not have looked that way to you.’

			‘You’re right, it didn’t. One moment your uncle was raising a glass of champagne, the next your aunt came running into the room in a panic. She was extremely concerned about you.’

			‘No, she wasn’t.’ Beatrix bit back a laugh. ‘If she was worried about anyone then it was herself. She was probably frightened about how you were going to react.’

			‘I see.’ He didn’t contradict her, his expression turning thoughtful instead. ‘I admit that was my impression afterwards, too.’

			‘Out of interest...’ she leaned forward, unable to resist asking ‘...how did you react?’

			‘You mean did I shout and throw things?’ His lips curved sardonically. ‘I’m afraid not. We discussed where you might have gone and then I went to my lawyer’s, engaged the services of a detective and returned to my own house. It was all rather anticlimactic.’

			‘Oh.’

			‘You sound disappointed.’

			‘No.’ She tossed her head. ‘I could hardly have expected you to care. We hardly knew each other.’

			‘Quite.’ His blue eyes glittered, seeming to turn silver for a moment. ‘However, if it’s any consolation, I remember drinking an ill-advised amount of brandy that night, enough to cause me a significant amount of regret in the morning.’

			‘Sorry.’

			‘Not at all. That part was my own doing. In retrospect, I suppose I ought to be grateful you didn’t run away after the wedding night. There’s only so much a man’s pride can take.’ There was another silver flash before he laid a hand down flat on the table. ‘So what do you mean about it being “the right thing to do”?’

			‘Well...’ She cleared her throat, wishing the interview over and done with. ‘There were—are—certain things you didn’t—don’t—know about me. Things you ought to have known before the wedding, only I didn’t have any opportunity to tell you.’

			‘I’m listening now.
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