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      Each book in the Desperately Seeking Duke series tells the story of a couple: Max and Bianca (About a Rogue), Drew and Ilsa (A Scot to the Heart), Will and Philippa (All the Duke I Need), as well as Agnes and Felix (How the Scot Was Won), and Kit and Jennie (About a Kiss). I wanted to tell their romances completely, and I hope readers ended each book knowing that particular couple had found their happily-ever-after.

      But.

      This series is about more than three couples with a common name. It has always been about a family—a family who suffered terrible losses and heartaches as well as immense joy and love. A family led by an indomitable woman trying to navigate increasingly difficult and heartrending circumstances, and mostly succeeding, simply because she would not allow herself to fail. I opened with the duchess on one of her darkest days, the death of her youngest child, and I wanted to end with the duchess, on a far happier day.

      In addition, there were scenes I could not add to the individual books because they would have been spoilers, or they would have added too many pages, or because they weren’t about any of the main couples. I wanted to revisit the characters from earlier books when they learned who would inherit the dukedom, and see how they were getting on a year or more after the end of their story. These scenes didn’t fit in the context of any one book, but they add something to the overall series.

      So here is the epilogue to the Desperately Seeking Duke series. I hope I’ve answered most of your questions here (no, I am not planning to write a book about Jack, but I’m thrilled so many people want more of him). Thank you, dear reader, for reading along, and I hope you’ve come to love this family as much as I do.

      

      
        
        ~Caroline
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            Edinburgh

          

        

      

    

    
      It was by all appearances an ordinary trial in the Court of Justiciary in Edinburgh.

      At one table, the Lord Advocate, prosecutor for the Crown, leaned back in his chair, looking eminently satisfied. The case before the court looked very clear: a common fence from Glasgow, charged with receiving goods stolen from Edinburgh merchants over the last several months. The accused, Adam Fergusson, had been named by the admitted thieves; some of the stolen goods had been found in his home; and he looked the part, long-faced and pale with small dark eyes that darted around constantly.

      Mr. Campbell, the Lord Advocate, had already presented the case against Fergusson. Every witness had been unequivocal. Campbell had been overheard telling his clerk they would have the man convicted by dinner.

      Felix Duncan got to his feet and smoothed down his robe to present the case for the defense.

      A very pretty young lady with a generous bosom was his first witness. She smiled, showing her dimples, at the clerk who guided her to the witness stand, and two of the judges sat up a little straighter.

      “I am Magdalen Fergusson, sister of Adam Fergusson,” she said, her voice clear and sweet in the crowded courtroom. “I have known him all my life and kept house for him these last three years in Paisley, neither of us being married.

      “One day this January past, I was at home with him when some gentlemen came to call. One of them was an old friend of my brother’s whom I had met before, Mr. Tom Browne.” She paused, her chin trembling. “He was a very bad influence on Adam, tempting him into gambling and drinking and such. I never liked to see him come.”

      The Lord Advocate yawned. Tom Browne and Edward Stephens had been arrested as part of a ring of thieves terrorizing Edinburgh. Browne had turned on his fellow thieves in exchange for a King’s Pardon, and Stephens had already been found guilty and sentenced to hang. The ringleader of the thieves, William Fletcher, would have suffered the same, had he not fled town and washed up dead in the River Clyde.

      Felix gave Campbell a reproving glance. “Pray continue, Miss Fergusson.”

      She nodded solemnly. “Mr. Browne and the other fellows came to our house several times, always bringing parcels which they asked Adam to hold for them.” She turned toward the judges imploringly. “My brother is a good and decent man, and he wanted no trouble! He acted only to help an old friend, but I always knew that Tom Browne to be a bad sort. He were the one who brought the others to our house, those thieves. Adam is guilty of nothing but excessive affection for an old friend, and of trusting too much in the word of a lying traitor.”

      Campbell rose. “What was in these parcels, Miss Fergusson?” So far it appeared she’d come to confirm her brother’s guilt, and he flashed a vaguely impatient glance at Felix.

      “Why, I’ve no idea.” Miss Fergusson opened her big blue eyes wide, the picture of innocence. “None of them told me, sir, and Adam didn’t look. That would be betraying a confidence, and Adam’s an honest fellow.”

      Felix was impressed in spite of himself. This woman should be on the stage. Campbell sat down and bent over his papers.

      “I advised Adam to have nothing to do with them, but then one of the gentlemen went out of his way to win my regard. He began to bring me gifts, sir, and I—” She stopped, her chin wobbling. “I was taken in by his cruel lies, Your Honors!”

      One of the gentlemen of the jury stirred. “What nature of gifts?”

      Magdalen Fergusson bit her plump, pink lip. A tear hung from her long eyelashes. “Three gold rings, and a pair of shoe buckles. Some bolts of silk. I had two of them made up into dresses.”

      “You claim your brother did not open the parcels these men left with him. Are you certain of that?” asked Felix.

      “Of course Adam wouldn’t,” she exclaimed. “Mr. Hewitt’s not a man to cross!”

      A stir rippled through the courtroom. The Lord Advocate’s head came up.

      “Mr. Hewitt?” Felix furrowed his brow. “Do you not mean Edward Stephens, or William Fletcher?”

      She shook her head. “No, sir. Mr. Liam Hewitt. He and Tom Browne were thick as thieves, and they were the men who brought those parcels to our home.”

      Mr. Campbell was on his feet again as whispers swept the courtroom. “How did you know it was Liam Hewitt?”

      “Why, he gave me his name as such, and Mr. Browne called him by it. I will describe him. He is about twenty-six years old, moderately tall, with brown hair and light brown eyes but much darker eyebrows. And—” She blushed again. “He has a crescent-shaped scar upon his chest, here.” She drew one hand down her throat to lay it on her left breast, capturing every man’s eye.

      Mr. Campbell seemed stunned speechless, or perhaps was simply mesmerized by the way she touched her breast.

      “Miss Fergusson, do you mean to suggest Mr. Hewitt was involved in the recent burglaries in Edinburgh?” demanded one of the judges.

      “Involved! Why, he planned them,” she said, eyes wide and innocent. “He boasted of it to me, and he said we would be married so that I would never have to say a word against him in court.”

      The stir became a dull roar. Campbell shot an accusing glare at Felix, who kept his somber, slightly troubled expression in place.

      “How do you know Hewitt planned the robberies?” demanded someone from the jury.

      “He told me how he did it. He was very proud of it.” Miss Fergusson turned a guileless gaze upon the judges. “He took the spare keys from the shops when no one was looking and made false keys from them. He’s one of the best locksmiths in Mr. Fletcher’s cabinetry shop, he said.”

      “Wait, wait!” Campbell howled. “Mr. Hewitt is not on trial!”

      “Perhaps he should be,” said Felix sotto voce.

      The Lord Justice-Clerk held up his hands, scowling. “Miss Fergusson, confine your statement to this case.”

      She nodded. “As you wish, Your Lordship. I only thought you should know who broke into all those shops and stole all those things, because it’s not right that Mr. Stephens will hang for them and Mr. Hewitt, who induced him to do it, is a free man, able to take up robbing and stealing again at any moment.”

      Pandemonium broke out. Spectators were shouting, the clerk of court was calling for order, half the gentlemen of the jury were on their feet, pointing and arguing, and the judges were huddled together in furious conference. The Lord Advocate gave Felix a withering look and leaned toward him. “I do not appreciate being ambushed, Mr. Duncan.”

      “I did try to speak to the Sheriff, but he refused to see me,” returned Felix. “I suspect he will now.”

      Campbell snorted. “When did you approach him?”

      “Yesterday.” Felix held up one hand at the Lord Advocate’s growl. “Miss Fergusson was hesitant to speak against a man not under arrest, and only decided she must when she saw the peril her brother was in.”

      “So this is a woman spurned?” Campbell eyed her. Magdalen Fergusson still stood in the witness box, looking like innocence betrayed.

      “A woman deceived and abused, coming virtuously to the aid of justice,” corrected Felix. “How do you think she knows what scar Hewitt has on his breast?”

      Campbell sighed. “There’ll be hell to pay over this. Deacon Fletcher was all but hanged in effigy for the crime, and now she’s accused someone else entirely!”

      Felix shrugged and began to organize his papers. The judges had withdrawn to discuss what to do, but this would not be sorted out in a brief conference. “Perhaps the Fletcher family will accept an apology from the Crown and sheriff. We’ll call upon you tomorrow, to produce Miss Fergusson’s proof of Hewitt’s guilt.” He paused, as if a thought had just struck him. “If I were you, Mr. Campbell, I’d suggest the sheriff keep an eye on him, to be certain he doesn’t slip through your fingers. Cockburn seems to have trouble keeping track of people.”

      “Aye, aye,” grumbled Campbell. His clerk was already plowing through the seething scrum of people toward Mr. Cockburn, the Sheriff-depute of Edinburgh.

      The judges returned; court was dismissed. One judge, Lord Lindow, gave Felix a penetrating look from the bench. He bowed respectfully.

      Beside Felix, his partner William Hunter shook his head. “Now I see why you took this case. You hardly ever argue criminal cases, but this one… no, this one hopeless case we must take, and drop everything to argue it.”

      Felix didn’t look at him. They both knew very well Adam Fergusson was a longtime fence and petty thief, and his sister had been a willing and able accomplice. She had believed Hewitt’s protestations of affection and intent to marry her, until she reached Edinburgh and tried to see him. Hewitt, it turned out, had another woman in Edinburgh who was pregnant with his child. Felix wondered if the scoundrel had lovers all over Scotland.

      When Magdalen found that out, she’d flown into the sort of fury that made men cower in their boots, and vowed to see Hewitt punished for his crimes. She had the means to do it, too: she’d kept letters and gifts from him, including items stolen from Edinburgh merchants. And she was willing—eager—to show them to the court.

      Felix grinned at his partner. “When have you seen this much excitement in court?”

      Hunter had to laugh. “Never!”

      A man forged through the crowd toward them, a triumphant look on his face. Michael Oliphant was the attorney Adam Fergusson had originally retained, until Magdalen arrived in Edinburgh for the trial two days ago and discovered her lover’s betrayal. Oliphant wasn’t stupid; the moment Magdalen came into his office, breathing fire over Hewitt’s faithlessness and swearing she would see him hanged, he sent a man to Felix.

      Deacon Fletcher, the supposed head of the thieving ring, had left behind a daughter Ilsa, who was now married to Felix’s brother-in-law. Not only that, Ilsa was dear friends with Felix’s wife Agnes. Ilsa refused to believe her father was a thief, and Agnes loyally supported her. When Oliphant’s clerk showed up in his office offering a chance to clear Fletcher’s name, Felix put off all his other clients and leapt on it.

      “Brilliant!” Oliphant clapped his shoulder. “Half the people in the Tolbooth will be clamoring for you, after this.”

      Felix grinned. “You haven’t won Fergusson’s case yet.”

      “Oh, I daresay the Sheriff and the Lord Advocate will be willing to strike a deal now,” said Oliphant easily.

      “Jump to it, man.” Felix glanced back at Magdalen, finally being helped from the witness box by a solicitous member of the jury. “She’ll come for you next, if you don’t.”

      As he turned to go, Felix glanced upward at the spectator gallery. A tall, spare man dressed all in black sat in the front row, his hands clasped on the head of his cane, as calm as everyone else was agitated. He tipped his head in salute.

      Felix hid his surprise and returned the nod. His father had finally come to see him argue a case.

      

      The tap on the door came ten minutes after she’d closed the shop. Louisa St. James bustled through the quiet salon to peek around the curtain.

      She recognized the man outside, and hastily turned the key in the lock. Since they’d been robbed several months ago, she kept the doors securely bolted whenever she was alone in the shop, as she was now.

      “Come in, sir,” she said, opening the door.

      Lord Lachlan Duncan stepped in, removing his hat. “Good evening, madam.”

      “Is aught amiss with Felix or Agnes?” she asked curiously. Her eldest daughter, Agnes, had married Lord Duncan’s son, Felix, and moved into his rooms in Burnet’s Close. They had finally located a house and were preparing to move; that was what brought Louisa back into the shop she’d handed over to her daughter two months previously. Agnes was busy packing, and Louisa was behind the familiar counter for a week.

      “Nay, not at all.” He turned the hat around in his hands. The judge was a lean man, as tall as his son, but far more somber. “I came to tell you he did well in his case today.”

      Louisa waited expectantly.

      Lord Duncan cleared his throat. “He represented a man accused of receiving stolen property, goods stolen from a number of merchants in Edinburgh. A quantity of jewelry, some tea… some bolts of silk.”

      She went rigid. That silk had been stolen from this shop. The theft had terrified her; the thieves had shattered every glass cabinet and shredded several bolts of expensive cloth. She’d had nightmares about it for months, even after arrests had been made.

      “I don’t wish to alarm you,” the judge hastened to say. His brilliant blue eyes scanned her face. “I only thought you might wish to know… The defendant’s sister gave testimony about the men who brought the stolen goods to their home.”

      “Browne,” said Louisa through stiff lips. “Stephens.” She had to swallow. “And Deacon Fletcher.”

      “Aye, Browne and Stephens.” The judge nodded. “Not Fletcher, though. Mr. Liam Hewitt.”

      It took a moment to register. Louisa blinked. “Not—not Deacon Fletcher?”

      When Deacon Fletcher had been accused of being the mastermind of the thieves’ ring, he’d fled—Ilsa had gone after him, and Andrew had gone after her, bringing suspicion down on all of them.

      Which was rubbish, of course. Andrew had nothing to do with the robberies. Ilsa still proclaimed her father’s innocence, but she’d given quite a bit of money to victims of the robberies. Louisa knew because Felix had handled it for Ilsa. It had seemed the entire ordeal was at a sad end.

      But this… She pressed a hand to her throat. “What does that mean? Mr. Hewitt was also involved?”

      Lord Duncan hesitated. “I believe,” he said slowly, “that it means the deacon was wrongly accused. There was no established connection between Fletcher and either Browne or Stephens, but Hewitt was a well-known companion to both of them. Hewitt was a wright and locksmith in Fletcher’s workshop, with the same skills the Deacon might have had. And I understand there is a nefarious connection between him and Fletcher as well, giving him a motive to cause harm to the Deacon’s good name.”

      Louisa said nothing. Hewitt was Fletcher’s natural son, but unacknowledged, and he’d harbored some resentment toward Ilsa because of it. Andrew had told her in strictest confidence, as a warning to avoid the man.

      The judge cleared his throat. “In any event, the witness gave enough evidence to spur an inquiry into Mr. Hewitt’s actions and connections to the robberies. Mr. Cockburn, the sheriff, will not like being made to look a fool. He will be thorough.”

      He didn’t add “this time,” but they both understood it.

      She nodded. “Thank you for coming to warn me.”

      “I expect they will act with more discretion and honor now.” Lord Duncan tilted his head, watching her closely. “You must tell me if they do not.”

      She mustered a smile. “I suppose they will want to speak to Andrew and Ilsa again?” She bit her lip. “Poor Ilsa, to have it all dragged up again when her father’s dead and cannot know he was exonerated.”

      “One hopes the clearing of his name will offer her some solace.”

      Louisa nodded. On impulse she touched his sleeve. “Thank you, sir. It restores my faith in the good men of Edinburgh.”

      He seemed mesmerized by the sight of her hand on his arm. “Are you still planning to remove to London, Mrs. St. James?”

      “Remove!” She gave a little laugh. “Nay. A visit only, next spring. My younger daughters are wild to see it, and now that Agnes has taken control of the shop, I confess that a holiday south has some appeal. But only for a few months,” she ended with a smile. “I’m a Scotswoman, through and through.”

      He nodded. “Very good.”

      For a moment they stood in silence.

      “May I walk you home?” he asked abruptly.

      Louisa’s brows went up. “Now?”

      He wouldn’t look at her. “If you are ready to leave, yes.”

      She folded her arms. “Why would you want to do that?”

      Since his son had married her daughter, Louisa and the judge had become well acquainted. They liked many of the same books, although the judge rolled his eyes at the romantic novels Louisa and her daughters read and she had little interest in his legal tomes. They both liked good wine and a well-laid table, chamber music and walks in the heather. She had invited him to accompany her to botanical lectures, and he’d offered to teach her how to play golf—several times. Since he’d finally gone to a lecture, she supposed it was time for her to learn golf. He was intelligent, with a sharp, quick humor and a keen, practical sense of responsibility. She liked him very much.

      His mouth thinned. “Do you not want me to?”

      “I wish to know why you want to.”

      The judge put back his shoulders and faced her as gravely as he might have passed sentence from the bench. “I admire you, madam, very much. It would bring me great pleasure to offer you my arm this evening.”

      She pursed her lips. “And would you be coming in for a bite of dinner and a glass of wine when we get there?”

      He blinked, frowned, then his brows went up. “If I were invited... Aye.”

      Louisa gave a short nod. “You’re invited. Wait while I fetch my hat and cloak.”

      “Did Felix say aught to you about it?” he called as she hurried through the shop.

      She waved one hand. All three of her daughters had been teasing her for some time now about the judge’s attentions. Even Felix had mentioned it, saying he’d rarely seen his father in such good humor. “As if I can’t tell when a man’s interest is piqued without being told! I’ve been wondering for months if you would ask me something.”

      His face was set in a deep frown when she came back. He was so somber, so unlike her late husband. George had been a prankster, always jolly and amiable. Yet somehow, Louisa thought George would have liked the judge.

      “Months,” he said under his breath as she locked the door behind them. “I could have asked months ago?”

      “Aye.” She put her hand on his offered arm. “Pay more attention in future, my lord.”

      His sharp crack of laughter echoed off the stone buildings. “You may depend upon it, my dear, I shall.”

      

      Agnes was in the cramped sitting room, surrounded by packing crates, when Felix flung open the door, his arms spread wide in triumph. “Mrs. Duncan, I have done it.”

      She stood up from the open crate in front of her. “You did?” He nodded. “Really? Oh, Felix, Ilsa will be so happy!” She bounded over a stack of books waiting to be packed and threw her arms around him. “May I write to tell her?”

      “If you wait until morning, you can surely send a newspaper with it.” He clasped his hands behind her back.

      “Tell me all about it,” she said eagerly, pulling him down on the sofa with her. “Oh, I should have gone—I wanted to see—”

      Felix told her, including every detail. He’d already told her about Magdalen Fergusson; Agnes had understood at once what the woman could do and she’d urged him to take the case, even before he could tell her he intended to. It turned out his wife had a mind for legal maneuvers.

      He’d been in love with her before, but this absolutely dazzled him. If she hadn’t been so dedicated to her silk shop, he would have begun to wonder if there weren’t some way he could bring her on as a partner.

      “So now what?” she demanded at the end of his story. “I knew I should have gone.” She gave the nearest crate a half-hearted kick. “If only we weren’t moving house tomorrow…”

      “I expect the sheriff is now getting a warrant for Liam Hewitt. Miss Fergusson says she has proof.”

      She laughed. “Of course she does! I expect she kept his letters and every token he gave her.” She glanced at the mess in the sitting room. “Not unlike you. Have you ever discarded anything?”

      “Of course I have.” He frowned in affront. “It only looks a great mess because it’s all been taken out of the cupboards…”

      Agnes nodded. “And the bookcases, and the desk, and that old trunk in your spare room. In fact…” She put one hand in the pocket of her dust-streaked apron. “Whilst you were out saving the city from thieves, I discovered something fascinating myself.”

      Felix went still, thinking hard, but he couldn’t think of anything terrible she might have found. There were no miniatures of former lovers, no letters from another woman, no ribbon-bound locks of hair; he’d made certain anything remotely connected to other women was gone before his wedding day. His sitting room held nothing but the normal detritus of a bachelor gentleman.

      Still…

      “Oh?” he asked in a neutral voice. “Fascinating in a favorable way, I hope.”

      She gave him an appraising look. Very like a judge would give a witness on the stand before asking a portentous question. “That remains to be seen.” She drew out a folded letter, addressed to him. “I do believe it will solve a small mystery that has vexed me for some time. Do you recognize this handwriting?”

      Slowly Felix nodded. “Yes, Mr. Michael Oliphant wrote that.”

      “A friend of yours?”

      His lips twitched. “You know he is. A fellow attorney.”

      “Indeed,” she murmured, sounding exactly like the Lord Advocate. “Is he a good friend?”

      “Moderately close, I would say.”

      She smiled. “He must be very fond of you, to do you such a favor.”

      Comprehension dawned. Long ago, in the first flush of his flirtation with her, he’d schemed to send her family tickets to the Assembly Rooms. He’d longed to dance with Agnes, but he knew the St. Jameses couldn’t afford it, and her mother would have viewed the gift as wildly improper if he simply sent them with his compliments. So Felix had badgered every friend he had for an unused ticket and told them to sign them illegibly, so no one would never know.

      It had nearly blown up in his face, when he and Agnes got too drunk to keep their hands off each other that night. But now that she was sitting here beside him, looking inclined to forgive him and perhaps even laugh about it, he decided to confess.

      Felix closed his eyes and smiled ruefully. “I left it in the desk, didn’t I?”

      “Yes, you did. It was you!” she charged, waving the piece of paper in his face and bouncing onto her knees. “I was certain those tickets were from Ilsa!”

      “I’m certain she wanted you to attend,” he offered. “In spirit they were from her as well.”

      “Hmph.” Agnes folded her arms, looking at him with narrow eyes, but a faint smile as well. “You might have told me.”

      “Told you!” He affected surprise. “And give away my entire wicked plan?”

      “Wicked—?” She blushed, remembering. “That was not your plan. You told me so.”

      “No,” he agreed, “my original plan was merely to dance with you, not drape you over my lap and put my hands inside your bodice and kiss you right here—“

      She laughed as he began to re-enact the debauchery that had nearly ruined their romance before it began. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “You never asked,” he murmured, his lips against her jaw.

      “How was I supposed to suspect?” She let him urge her back against the arm of the sofa, swinging her legs over his lap all on her own.

      Felix held up one finger. “You were not supposed to suspect. You were supposed to believe them sent from Heaven, a sign from the Almighty that you were meant to dance with a poor lawyer and fall madly in love with him…”

      “How was I supposed to deduce something that fantastical?” She was still laughing at him.

      He lifted one shoulder. “I don’t know. I would have settled for simply being the closest man nearby when you decided you wanted to dance.”

      She looked at him, her blue eyes soft. “Did you really want to dance with me that desperately, that you persuaded your friends to give up their tickets?”

      “I wanted to dance with you more than anything,” he answered honestly.

      She laughed again, and he trailed one finger down her throat.

      “Thank goodness you did,” she said softly. “For I do love you, sneaky fellow that you are.” She put her arms around his neck and kissed him. “Thank you.”

      “My dear,” he said as he tugged loose the ribbon on the front of her dress, “you are well worth four tickets to the Assembly Rooms. Perhaps as many as eight tickets.”

      “Felix Duncan,” she began, only to laugh as he wiggled his brows and bent his head.

      Then she pulled him closer, and kissed him back.
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            Stormont Palace

          

        

      

    

    
      Ilsa St. James set her feet and adjusted her grip, taking a slow, steady breath.

      “Lean over a bit more,” said her husband, watching from a few feet away.

      She frowned, bent her knees a little more.

      “No, lean,” said Drew. “And turn a bit to the left.”

      Left was away from the hole. What was he about? She glanced up, frowning again, and caught his wicked smile. She realized the kerchief around her neck had come loose, exposing the top of her breasts. With an exclamation, she tore it off, wadded it up, and threw it at him. “Cheat!”

      “Cheat!” He was laughing. “I’m only offering helpful advice…”

      “You are trying to distract me, and I will not allow it.” She pointed her golf club at him for emphasis. “Now, quiet, please, while I make this shot.” She ignored him this time as she eyed the ground, then gently tapped her ball. It rolled five feet and dropped into the hole.

      She stood, smiling in satisfaction, and propped the club on her shoulder as she strolled over to Drew. “Your turn,” she told him sweetly.

      His gaze dipped to her bosom for a moment before he looked away. His ball was farther from the hole than hers had been, and up a gentle rise from it. He had the trickier shot by far.

      They had a wager on the game, of course. She had given him the clubs as a wedding gift, since there was a course conveniently near Stormont Palace. It was only one of the many things they loved about the estate, and they’d barely been back to Edinburgh. Ilsa had even deeded her house in town to her Aunt Jean.

      Now they played a round every few days, as long as the season would allow. Usually Drew won, but Ilsa was improving; today she was up by a stroke. If he made this, they would be tied.

      She rested both hands on her club and gave a little wiggle of her shoulders. “Take your time,” she said airily. “If you don’t line it up just right, you’ll go astray.”

      He looked at her, then at her breasts, about to spill over her bodice without the kerchief. Mouth tight, Drew turned his eyes back to his golf ball. “Quiet,” he growled.

      Ilsa strolled around to stand just behind the hole, in his line of vision. Again she leaned over, way over, as if studying the ground, her torso almost parallel to the ground.

      Her husband made another growling sound.

      “What?” She glanced up and blinked innocently. “It’s a very challenging lie. I want to study your technique.”

      “After I make this shot,” he said, his voice low and dangerously calm, “I’m coming over there to take off the rest of your dress and throw you in the river. And then I’m going to jump in after you and make love to you on yon sunny rock, out where all can see.”

      Without thinking, she looked toward the river. Drew hit his ball, and it rolled down the slope, picking up speed as it went, bumped over the hole, and kept going into the tall grass behind Ilsa, where Robert was helping himself to a bite to eat.

      She gasped, then thrust both fists in the air. “I win! I win! I beat you, at last—“ She broke off as he threw down his club and came at her, kilt swinging around his knees and a dangerous gleam in his eyes. “I won!” she cried one last time before grabbing her skirts and running. Robert gave an excited whinny in support.

      Drew caught her within twenty yards, his arms around the waist, and lifted her, shrieking, off her feet. “There is nothing so attractive as a woman who can golf,” he growled. He pressed his mouth to the side of her neck.

      “And a woman who beats you at golf?” asked Ilsa breathlessly.

      “Unspeakably arousing,” he whispered back. His hands had wandered up her bodice and stroked her exposed breasts. All that leaning over and running had rendered her quite indecent, and now she didn’t care.

      Ilsa spun around in his embrace and gripped his face with both hands. “Prove it,” she whispered. “I demand a victory prize.”

      Drew’s gaze darted from side to side. The marshy course presented precious few sheltered spots, and despite his wicked words, Ilsa knew he wouldn’t actually strip her naked where anyone might spy them. They had made love outdoors before, but now Drew was a respectable man of the community, a landowner, and anyone in Perth might come strolling over the rise with a bag of clubs on his arm…

      “All right,” said Drew, his eyes dark with desire. “In the taller grass over there. You’ll have to be on top—keep watch for intruders—”

      Ilsa gasped, trying not to laugh at the same time. “You expect me to ignore what you’re doing and keep watch?”

      “You won’t ignore me,” he murmured with a heated look. “But I’ll be quick.”

      She gave in and laughed even as her insides quivered with anticipation.

      A shout interrupted their negotiations. Drew started to duck out of sight, but Ilsa had seen the newcomer. “It’s Bella,” she said, yanking her kerchief from her husband’s pocket and hurriedly tucking it back around her bodice.

      He groaned. “Why?”

      “I don’t know, but she’s spotted us, and you know she won’t go home without speaking to us now.” She waved an arm over her head.

      Drew muttered a few more imprecations under his breath before turning and raising a hand at his sister’s approach.

      “Have I missed the game?” Bella demanded breathlessly as she drew near. “Are there still a few holes to play?”

      “No,” said Drew firmly. “What brings you all the way out here?”

      Her face fell, but only a little. “A letter arrived for you.” She dug into her cloak pocket. “By express messenger. I thought it might be… urgent.” Face flushed, she held out a thick letter, the Carlyle seal stamped deep into the red wax.

      

      Drew stared at the letter his sister held, his heart suddenly thundering in his ears. Slowly he put out a hand, glancing at his wife as he did so. Ilsa had gone pale, all the laughter fading from her face. A letter from Carlyle. It must be— It might be— But why else would they write to him? He communicated every other month with Mr. Edwards about estate matters. The last, mundane, letter from the attorney had arrived only a fortnight ago.

      He took the letter, then abruptly released Ilsa and turned to walk a few steps away. He heard Bella inhale indignantly, and Ilsa’s murmured word of restraint. His hands shook as he broke the seal and unfolded the letter.

      It was from Edwards. It did not, as Drew had feared, announce the death of the duke.

      He could barely comprehend what it did say.

      He must have read it three times before Ilsa gave a little cry behind him. Drew spun around and saw that she too had a letter in her hands. “What?” he demanded.

      “It’s from Agnes,” cried Bella, backing up. “It can’t be terrible or she would have written to us, too!”

      Drew started toward Ilsa, who was ashen-faced. “My father,” she choked. Drew wrapped his arms around her on instinct, but she shrugged him off. “No, no,” she said in a rush, her eyes beginning to glow. “’Tis good news! Agnes writes that Liam has been arrested for the robberies! My father has been cleared!” She burst into tears and clapped both hands over her face.

      Drew glanced at Bella, who stared back, wide-eyed, as astonished as he was. “How?”

      His weeping wife simply thrust the letter at him, and Drew read quickly. A client of Felix’s… A witness who could prove Liam Hewitt had led the gang of thieves who’d plagued Edinburgh for months… a courtroom uproar… the sheriff, embarrassed but defiant… Liam Hewitt in the Tolbooth jail.

      Well. That was a dramatic turn. He re-read Agnes’s words, brimming with excitement as she recounted how Felix had spotted the opportunity and leapt on it and masterfully guided the case through the court. There was quite a lot about Felix’s brilliance, actually, which Drew mostly skipped. But there it was, in the enclosed slipping from a newspaper: the Lord Advocate had declared that, given the evidence against Mr. Hewitt, and the lack of evidence against Deacon Fletcher, in the Crown’s view it was more likely than not that Deacon Fletcher had had nothing to do with the robberies.

      Ilsa’s father had never been charged, let alone tried and convicted. There was no pardon to be gained. But now Ilsa and her Aunt Jean could hold up their heads again in Edinburgh and cut down the whispers that had dogged them since Fletcher’s disappearance.

      “I have to write to him,” Ilsa said suddenly.

      “What?” Bella goggled at her. “Ilsa… Your father…”

      Drew held up one hand to her and hastily pulled Ilsa aside. It was the first time she’d slipped, since that horrible day in Glasgow when Fletcher had told her he meant to disappear. “Go find Robert,” he called over his shoulder at Bella. “He’s chewed up several golf balls and my last shot went into the grass there.” Bella scowled at him suspiciously but tramped off after the pony.

      “Shh,” he murmured to his wife. “You can certainly write to him.” Ilsa had received one letter from her father, five months ago, posted from New York. Fletcher seemed to be taking to America, writing of bountiful opportunities for a man with a craft.

      “I must—at once. How relieved he shall be—” She stopped short, hand on her lips.

      Drew nodded in sympathy as understanding dawned on her face.

      When accused of the thefts, Fletcher had chosen to escape to America instead of defend himself. He’d known Liam Hewitt was responsible… but Hewitt was Fletcher’s natural son. He feared proving his own innocence would implicate Hewitt, whom Fletcher had trained as expertly as himself. Drew hardly thought Fletcher would be eager to come home and see his son hanged, after all he had sacrificed to prevent it.

      Nor was Drew eager to see him come back. Not only had Fletcher’s property been sold and the money donated to victims of the robberies, Fletcher had broken Ilsa’s heart. He’d never told her he had a bastard son, and then he chose that son over her. Ilsa had recovered from that, mostly, but if her father came home, it would get stirred up again.

      “Write to him,” Drew said again. “Who knows where he may be now? Let him know the good news, but he should think very carefully before coming back to Scotland.”

      Ilsa’s excitement had faded. She nodded, clutching the letter to her heart.

      “It is good news,” he added encouragingly. “I’ve long waited to see Liam Hewitt in the dock. I was certain it was only a matter of time, and here it is, sooner than I dared hope.”

      She smiled reluctantly. “I can be more forgiving here in Perth, fifty miles away from him.”

      Drew nodded. “Aye, but I enjoy the sweet scent of justice even from this distance.”

      They walked back to the green. Bella had collected the discarded clubs—Drew made a note that he still had a promise to keep to his wife, for her victory—and Robert was back, delicately picking chunks of apple from Bella’s hand.

      His sister looked between them. Drew made a slight grimace and she understood. “Was your letter also good news, Drew?” Bella asked cautiously.

      He remembered; the paper was crumpled in his hand. “Yes,” he said slowly. “The duke is well. The duchess is well. And I won’t inherit the dukedom after all.”

      Bella’s brows shot up. “What?”

      Drew looked at his wife. Her cheeks were still damp and her eyes were puzzled. “They found another heir,” he said. “A nearer one.”

      Ilsa’s eyes widened. “Who?”

      “Where?” demanded Bella at the same instant.

      He looked at the letter again. “In America.” Apparently America was where people routinely went to play dead. “It’s the duke’s brother, thought dead for thirty years. He was in America all this time. And he has two sons.”

      Ilsa’s gaze darted to the left, in the direction of Stormont Palace. The duchess has deeded it to Drew last winter—as a wedding gift, Edwards had said, but Drew had understood it was to shift the burden of maintaining the property over to him, while keeping it in the family. Had he inherited the dukedom, as expected, Stormont Palace would have once again belonged to the Duke of Carlyle.

      “They are not asking for the house back,” he said.

      Ilsa flushed. A moment later a wide smile bloomed on her mouth. “Let me understand… You are no longer the heir. You have no further duty to Carlyle. You get to keep Stormont.”

      He nodded at each statement.

      Ilsa flung herself at him. “That is wonderful, wonderful news!”

      He held her close. Now that she’d said it aloud, he could admit the same thing: it was wonderful news. He’d been braced for a letter from Carlyle saying that the duke had died and he and Ilsa must leave Stormont, move south to Carlyle Castle, and take up the life of an English duke. He was prepared to do it, but he knew Ilsa dreaded the prospect.

      Now they would never have to go.

      Even more… Edwards wrote that he hoped any disappointment caused by this news would be tempered by the happy reunion of a family. The duchess was pleased beyond all expressing, the attorney wrote, and the duke had declared he meant to make annuities of the sums the duchess had promised Drew and his cousin Maximilian, and even to increase it. The Carlyle estate would allot each of them two thousand pounds a year for the rest of their lives.

      Drew would have felt well compensated simply being released from his future obligations—he knew Stormont had been irrevocably granted, along with all its income—but he could put the annuity to good use, too. Bella and Winnie still needed dowries. Agnes had declared the shop was her dowry, and neither Felix nor Drew dared argue with her.

      “Wait a moment,” said Bella slowly. “Wait one moment. If you’re not to be the duke… And you won’t have a seat in Parliament… Are we still going to London? You promised me and Winnie a season!” She looked half anguished, half furious.

      Drew put back his head and laughed and laughed, until Ilsa joined in and Bella folded her arms crossly. “I am not joking!” she said through her teeth.

      “Nor am I.” Drew threw an arm around his sister’s shoulders. “We can still go to London. But now, it will be entirely for your sake and Winnie’s, aye? No estate business, only parties and shopping and dancing.”

      Bella’s face cleared. “Oh! Then I agree with Ilsa. This is wonderful news.”

      As if in agreement, Robert shook his head and spat out what was left of Drew’s leather golf ball.

      

      Winifred St. James was brushing tiny burs out of Cyrus the cat’s fur when her sister Bella came tearing into the room, out of breath and wild-eyed. Cyrus, who had been stretched on his back with all four feet in the air, twisted with a yowl and shot under the bed.

      “Drew’s not to be the duke,” Bella blurted out. “He’s never going to have Carlyle Castle, but he said we’ll still go to London, and also Ilsa’s father has been proved innocent and Ilsa wants to write to him, did you know he was still alive?”

      Winnie stared. “What?”

      Bella, breathing hard, paused. “Which part has amazed you more? Because I found all of it shocking and astonishing.”

      Winnie held up one hand. Bella, she thought, needed to begin acting more like a lady. She would have to, when they went to London. Winnie was determined to make a stunning debut, and a wild, rackety sister wouldn’t help. “What about Drew and the duke?”

      Bella inhaled. “A letter came for him, by special messenger. It looked important, so I took it out to the links where he and Ilsa were playing.” Another lungful of air. “And it was from Carlyle Castle, as I knew it was because I recognized the seal, and when Drew opened it, it said they had found another heir.” She paused to breathe again. “So that means Drew won’t be the next duke, though he will get to keep this house, and he says we shall still go to London but I am worried.”

      Winnie jerked upright, seizing on the most vital point. “Not go to London!”

      Bella’s eyes slid sideways. “Well, he said we would…”

      Winnie leapt to her feet, outrage burning in her heart. “Of course we shall! He promised! Even Mama is looking forward to it!”

      Her sister waved both hands impatiently. “There was also a letter from Agnes, for Ilsa, and she said Felix had located proof that Ilsa’s father was innocent.”

      “Well, that is good news,” exclaimed Winnie, only slightly diverted from the thought of London. “What a comfort it must be to Ilsa.”

      Bella nodded, watching her closely. “Yes. It must. So much, Ilsa said she would write to her father to tell him.”

      Silence filled the room.

      “He’s dead,” said Winnie.

      “So thought I!” cried her sister. “But now I wonder…”

      Winnie considered it for a moment, incredulous but also wondering. Was it possible? Would Ilsa have kept such a thing secret? From everyone?

      Then she shook her head. “No,” she declared. “They found his body. Ilsa must have wished it, or perhaps she writes him letters even though he’s dead. Like the way Mrs. Finch used to speak to her husband after he died.” Mrs. Finch had lived next door to them in Edinburgh for a while, and spoke to her James as if he were present in the next room, until her two daughters came from Glasgow and took her to live with them. Mama said it comforted Mrs. Finch to talk to him still.

      Bella looked doubtful.

      Winnie took her sister’s arms. “Bella. Remember how upset Ilsa was? It was heartbreaking, the way her father disappeared, and then her efforts to find him with Drew failed. I think we should leave her this bit of grieving. If you hound her about it and she falls into a melancholy, Drew will be furious. Ilsa doesn’t deserve it. Also, if Drew is annoyed enough, he might put off our season in London, and if you cause that, I will never, ever forgive you.”

      Her sister twisted away and scooped up Cyrus, who had ventured from beneath the bed. “Perhaps you’re right. I don’t want to cause Ilsa more sorrow.”

      “So.” Winnie sat at her dressing table. “Drew’s not to be the duke? Has the Carlyle branch cut us off again?”

      Bella made a face. “I don’t think so.” That meant she didn’t know.

      “We ought to find out,” said Winnie thoughtfully. “When we go to London, we should know if we can mention the connection.”

      Cyrus wriggled, and Bella let him jump down. He loped across the room and settled on the sill of the open window, his tail swishing gently. “Why does it matter?”

      Winnie sighed patiently. Bella was looking forward to the menagerie at the Tower, Vauxhall Gardens, the theaters. She had expressed no interest in gentlemen, except as dancing partners and interesting people to talk to. Winnie, on the other hand, was very interested in gentlemen. Most of the eligible men in Edinburgh had flirted with her at one moment or another, especially since Drew’s brush with the dukedom, but she hadn’t really liked any of them.

      She was hoping for much more in London, even if it meant a life in England, if she married an Englishman. She hoped for someone from the north of England, who wouldn’t mind coming to visit her family from time to time, but Winnie was determined to find her hero. Someone who would look at her the way her besotted brother gazed at Ilsa, fascinated and charmed and a little bit dazed, willing to make a fool of himself to coax her into some bit of naughty fun. Someone who cared about her thoughts and valued her opinion on literally everything, as Felix did for Agnes. Someone who could make her as lovestruck as her sister. Agnes, the most unsentimental of the sisters, wrote to them about her husband’s musical ability—even though he had none—and his brilliant mind—which was real, but made for very dull reading.

      No, London was where Winnie’s hopes were pinned. If she were related to a duke and everyone knew it, she would be even more eligible, with more gentlemen interested in making her acquaintance.

      “I only wondered,” she said in reply to her sister. Bella wouldn’t understand.

      Bella sprawled in a chair. “If you marry someone in London, we’ll never see you again.”

      She scoffed. “Only if you and Mama disown me! You’d be able to come to London any time you wanted, and stay with me. And of course I would visit Edinburgh, as long as Mama and Agnes are there, and Perth, as long as Drew and Ilsa are here.” She glanced around the room as she spoke. She did like this house, very much. Drew had bought a much nicer house in Edinburgh for their mother, but Winnie adored Stormont.

      “That’s true,” said Bella, perking up. “And if you marry some soft-chinned Englishman, I’d have Cyrus all to myself—“ She ducked as Winnie threw a pillow at her. “You’re very intent on this season, Winnie. What if London is terrible and you despise it?”

      “I refuse to consider that possibility. It will be wonderful,” she said firmly. “And you know what? I believe you will enjoy it, too.”
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      Bianca hurried up the stairs to her father’s office and knocked. “Papa? I’m sorry I’m late.”

      The door flew open. “Hush,” he whispered harshly. “Must you be so loud?”

      Bianca bit her lip to keep from laughing, but kept obediently silent as her father waved her into the room. All the windows behind his desk were tightly closed, and he’d even hung a thick curtain in front of them to muffle the noise of the workshops below. That made it warm and dim in the office, but there was no danger of stumbling. Papa had removed all of the shelves to make space for one new piece of furniture.

      A cradle.

      “I’ve come to feed him,” Bianca whispered as she tiptoed behind her father.

      “He’s still asleep!” He eased into a chair and leaned forward to gaze proudly on his sleeping grandson, named for him. “Isn’t he handsome when he sleeps?”

      Bianca smiled. “He’s beautiful.” She stroked her son’s wispy dark hair, almost long enough to curl now, like his father’s.

      Samual growled in his throat. “Don’t wake him!”

      She ignored him and gathered the sleeping baby into her arms. “He must eat,” she said softly but firmly as she settled herself on the small sofa. “And I cannot wait around all day for him to wake. I’m expecting a fresh batch of tiles later.”

      Her father harrumphed. “The ebony glaze?”

      “Yes.” She tickled baby Sam’s chin and he yawned, his pink mouth opening like a baby bird’s. His eyes remained closed.

      “How does it look?”

      Bianca looked up. She and her father had disagreed—strenuously—about her return to the workshops after the baby’s birth. Samuel thought she should not; Bianca was about to tear out her hair, being away from her workbench and the bustle of the factory and the company of other people. Poplar House was far enough away that she felt marooned and lonely with only an infant for company all day. Cathy came to visit for a while, but now her sister was also expecting a child, and unlike Bianca, whose good health had persisted for her entire pregnancy, Cathy was sick every morning and spent her days lying on the vicarage sofa with a large ceramic pot clutched in her arms.

      Samuel was pleased beyond bearing to have one grandson and another on the way. But if he thought a baby would change Bianca’s interest in her work, he’d been sadly mistaken.

      “It’s coming along beautifully,” she told him. “I’ve got the color deep enough, and as soon as I figure out why some samples come back with a blue tinge, we’ll be ready for full piece trials.”

      He was silent for a moment. “Excellent work,” he finally said.

      Bianca ducked her chin and grinned. She knew he was keenly interested in the new black glaze she’d been working on, despite all his muttering about motherhood. Her scarlet glaze had proved to be one of their best selling colors, and the factory had orders for ruby dinnerware to keep them busy for months. Even Max was surprised by how popular it was proving. But the deep dark ebony glaze would made extremely dramatic pieces, particularly with scenes of ancient Greece or Rome painted on top.

      Another tap sounded at the door, almost as it swung open. “Your pardon, sir, is Bianca here?”

      “Hush!” snarled Samuel again.

      Max caught sight of her, cradling their son, and smiled. Helplessly Bianca returned it. She loved him more than ever. He had been the one who told Samuel in no uncertain terms that Bianca would return to her workshop when she wished to, and neither of them was going to tell her nay.

      He’d also offered to put the cradle in Samuel’s office, so the baby could be near Bianca but removed from the din and dirt of the factory, knowing the chance to watch his grandchild would appease his irritation at his daughter. Bianca had been struck breathless by the brilliance of this maneuver. Her father hadn’t said another word of argument; in fact, he began asking when she would return.

      Now Max slipped quietly into the room and came to sit beside her. He put the tip of his finger into his son’s palm, and Sam clutched it in his sleep. “Not hungry yet, eh, my little man?” he murmured.

      “He must be growing,” Bianca whispered. “The midwife says he will sleep longer as he gets older.”

      “Would that it were at night,” her husband shot back. “But I suppose now is also a good time. I’ve just had an unexpected visitor—”

      “Go outside to discuss it,” hissed Samuel. “This child is sleeping!”

      Max gave Bianca an amused look. “If you insist,” he said somberly, then took the baby from Bianca and placed the boy tenderly into an astonished Samuel’s arms. “I need her for several minutes, so if you wake him, he’ll have to cry,” he said softly. “I suggest you don’t move.” He slipped his finger from the baby’s grasp, letting it close around a button of Samuel’s coat. The older man went still, transfixed by the tiny fingers on his button.

      Max took Bianca’s hand and pulled her to her feet. “Thank you, Samuel, I am deeply grateful.” And he tugged her out the door before his father-in-law could protest.

      He kept going until they were out of the building, in the courtyard of the factory. Bianca laughed and wound her arms around his neck. “You have raised my expectations beyond reason!”

      He laughed and wiggled his brows. “Perhaps I schemed to get you alone, my love…”

      She glanced at the throngs of people hurrying about their business all around them, some of whom still found time to cast an amused eye on the pair of them. By now they must have scandalized everyone in Marslip, from the way they were running Perusia together to the way they embraced in public.

      In fact, she was strongly tempted to kiss her her husband right in front of everyone. “We could hurry home,” she said breathlessly. “Or down to Perusia Hall, no one will be there now…”

      He paused, his eyes darkening. He was thinking about it. The baby did not sleep as well at night as he did during the day, and they didn’t have nearly as much time alone together as they’d once enjoyed. “Alas, our visitor is waiting. Tomorrow,” he promised. “Tomorrow we’ll bring Sam here and leave him with your father, and then sneak back home together...” He gave her a slight smile, full of wicked promise. “I’ll want a few hours at least, when I get you all to myself.”

      She laughed, and let him tuck her arm around his. “Who is the visitor?” she asked as they began a brisk walk through the factory yard.

      “I think you’ll be very interested to meet him. He’s from Carlyle Castle.”

      

      Max had been in one of the sculpting rooms, discussing the newest dishes for Fortuna ware with the modelers, when Ned found him.

      “There’s a gentleman to see you,” said factory manager. “I left him outside your office.”

      Max’s brows went up in surprise. “Did he give a name?”

      For answer Ned handed him a letter. Max’s heart almost stopped at the sight of the handwriting. It was from Roger Edwards, the Carlyle solicitor.

      “He said to give you that as his introduction,” said Ned. He paused as Max stared at the letter. “Shall I send him away?”

      Max jerked. “One moment.” He walked out of the room, around the corner, and down the ramp toward the canal. No barge was being loaded or unloaded at the moment, so the ramp was nearly deserted. He broke the seal and read Mr. Edwards’s letter.

      For a moment he stared, then he spun on one heel and strode back to where Ned lingered, talking about cricket with Bobby, who was up to his elbows in raw clay. “He’s waiting by my office?” he asked.

      Ned nodded. “He seemed curious about the place and asked for a tour, but I bid him wait.”

      Max nodded once. “Good. Thank you.” He turned and hurried through the factory, taking the stairs two at a time.

      His office was near the factory floor. It was loud and clay dust was everywhere, but he liked being closer to the workers. There was also no other space for it, as the production of Fortuna ware had crowded the factory to bursting. There were plans underway to expand the building.

      The fellow waiting outside his office was a young man, not as tall as Max but brawny, brown-haired with dark eyes. He turned at Max’s approach and bowed. “Mr. St. James?” he asked, his voice inflected with French.

      “Yes. Come in, Mr. Montclair.”

      Max closed the door behind them, then couldn’t hold back another moment. “Is it true? What Edwards wrote? Another heir?”

      Montclair smiled. “It is incredible, no? But yes, it is true.”

      He began to explain why he’d come, but after a few minutes Max stopped him. “I beg your pardon,” he said, his hand trembling the slightest bit. “May I fetch my wife? This concerns her as well.”

      Mr. Montclair sat back in his chair and grinned. “You sound like my brother! By all means, fetch Madame St. James.”

      Max all but ran, finding her in her father’s office cradling their four-month-old son. As always, the scene made his heart jump a little; today it squeezed so hard he couldn’t speak for a moment. All this—his ownership stake in Perusia, his position in the business, his wife, his son, even his Aunt Greta’s safety—he owed to Carlyle Castle, and the starchy duchess who’d looked down her nose at him.

      It wasn’t the first time he’d registered that thought, but somehow, today, it struck him with renewed force.

      He handed off the baby to Samuel and hurried his wife outside. When he told her he had a visitor from Carlyle Castle, she stopped in her tracks.

      “What? Please don’t say something has happened to the captain!” Before he could reply she clapped one hand to her mouth. “Merciful heavens, has the duke—?” Her voice fell to a whisper.

      “The duke is well.” Max paused. “Very well. It turns out… Bianca, his younger brother survived.”

      Max had never once thought he would inherit Carlyle, but Bianca had worried over it. She’d become friendly with Miss Kirkpatrick, the duchess’s ward, but she’d hated the castle and its distance from Perusia. He could tell his efforts to reassure her hadn’t entirely worked, especially after his cousin the captain had gone missing for a few months. He disappeared once, he could do it again, she would say grimly.

      She blinked at his statement. “The vicar? How is that possible? Didn’t they bury him themselves? We saw the crypt.”

      “Not that brother,” said Max. “The one who went off to America and disappeared thirty years ago. He’s alive, with two sons.”

      That should put him entirely clear of the dukedom, and end Bianca’s worries.

      She goggled at him. “What?”

      Max spread his hands, beginning to grin. “I don’t entirely understand how—something about a steward—but this brother’s come home, alive and well. The captain and I are effectively supplanted from the succession.”

      “Are they certain it’s the right man?” She was nibbling her lip, as she did when thinking hard.

      Max took the letter from his pocket and offered it to her. “Mr. Edwards says it has been proven beyond a doubt.”

      She bent her head over the letter. “He doesn’t explain why this brother disappeared,” she murmured. “He doesn’t explain why he came back now. He doesn’t explain how anyone knew him. Max, what if he’s not the real brother? Thirty years!”

      It was his turn to blink, then he began to laugh. “All this time, I thought you wanted to be free of the possibility—”

      “I did,” she protested, her face pink. “I do!”

      Still laughing, he cupped her cheek in one hand. “Whether he’s the real man or an imposter, Edwards says the duchess is absolutely persuaded. I can only wonder what sort of proof it took to convince her, but it’s done.”

      Her expression eased. “Yes, it must have been virtually an act of God to persuade her.”

      “Must have been,” said Max wryly. Edwards also mentioned in the letter that the duke was making his allowance an annuity of two thousand pounds a year. Since the duchess had not hidden her certainty that Max would waste every farthing she gave him, all those months ago, this constituted iron proof to Max’s mind that the duchess believed in this lost heir.

      She studied the letter again. “Thank you for coming to tell me the good news, not only for you and me but for little Sam.”

      “Come with me to speak to him,” he said when she started to turn back toward her father’s office, where the baby was hopefully still asleep in his grandfather’s arms. “The visitor from Carlyle.”

      “What more can he have to say?” She took his arm and walked with him. “It can’t possibly be better than this!”

      That was his Bianca: quick-thinking and practical. Max laughed, and they went inside.

      For himself, this news made no difference. He’d breathed a sigh of relief when the captain had turned up again, alive and dutifully married, but no more than that. He’d already got more out of Carlyle than he’d ever expected to get. For all his wariness of the duchess, he had developed some respect for her, and her ward, Miss Kirkpatrick, was a delightful lady. He had even come to enjoy being able to rely a bit on his name. In his younger years, the connection had never brought him anything but bitterness. He’d lost his temper more than once when someone carelessly suggested he just appeal to his cousin the duke for funds when he was penniless. He had nursed more than a bit of grudge against the Carlyle St. Jameses, not knowing anything of them.

      Now, though, he didn’t hesitate to say yes when someone asked if he were a Carlyle relation. In some way, Max felt part of the family.

      How odd, that he had gone from having no family at all to having two.

      Mr. Montclair was in the doorway, neck craned to one side as he peered down the corridor toward the main workshop. He straightened at their approach. Max introduced them, and all three went inside the office.

      “For Madame St. James’s sake, I will begin at the beginning, if I may.” He paused expectantly, and Max nodded. “I am Jack Montclair. My father is Lord William St. James, younger brother to His Grace the Duke of Carlyle.”

      “How is that possible?” asked Bianca almost before the fellow finished speaking. “Forgive me, sir, but how is this possible?”

      Mr. Montclair—Mr. St. James?—laughed. “I hardly believe it myself!” He paused, thinking. “All I ever knew was that my father had been a fur trader in the American wilderness before he met my mother in Quebec. My parents moved to Boston when I was an infant, and my brother, sister, and I grew up there.” He paused again, as if he were trying to remember the details. “My brother Will knew more than I about our father’s heritage, and he was eaten alive by curiosity about it. When we came to England on business, Will went to Carlyle, under disguise, to learn more. I understand that he… betrayed himself to Miss Kirkpatrick.” The man was smirking, thought Max.

      “Did Philippa—?“ Bianca stopped herself. “My apologies, please continue.”

      Mr. Montclair smiled. “No, no, of course you have questions. She asked me to tell you that she is writing a long letter and will explain everything in great detail, if you will be patient and understanding. There is a tremendous tumult at the castle right now, you see.”

      “No doubt! I will eagerly await her letter.”

      Mr. Montclair leaned forward, now openly grinning. “She married my lunatic brother.”

      Max’s brows went up and Bianca’s mouth dropped open, though not a word came out.

      Montclair was pleased with himself. “Forgive me,” he said, opening his palms in a gesture of innocence. “I have been assaulted on all sides by shocking news for the last month. I could not resist making the surprise myself this time.”

      For a moment Bianca still stared. Then she choked, and then she began laughing, gripping Max’s wrist.

      “So, to business.” Montclair was still smiling. “In America, my father and I run a shipping company.” He made a face, but it looked more like delight than annoyance. “Now that my brother has fled our partnership to administer the castle, I am our premier agent in London. I came to England to form partnerships with merchants, to ship their goods to America, where there is an eager market for English luxuries, in exchange for materials from America. While at the castle I saw the tea service you presented to Her Grace the duchess.” He glanced from her to Max and back again. “I understand you created the ruby glaze, Madame?”

      Bianca nodded.

      He smiled. “It is exquisite! That is exactly the luxury we desire to ship. I am here to propose a partnership, to bring Perusia wares to America.”

      Now it was Max’s turn to be shocked speechless. He felt turned to stone for a moment even as his mind began to race through possibilities, as if a curtain were parting before him on a broad vista of wholly unexpected opportunities. An untapped market of pent-up demand in New York, Boston, Philadelphia. The rich soils and clays of America, at his fingertips. Good Lord. They had just taken a lease for a showroom in Liverpool, and he’d hoped to expand to Birmingham in a year, but now he could reach all the way across the Atlantic.

      Could they even produce that much? The expansion plans would need to be expanded, and he’d have to poach more of Tom Mannox’s workers—which, it must be admitted, would give him a visceral thrill. The redware vase still resided in Samuel’s office after a second Perusia cricket victory.

      Bianca looked at him, her eyes brimming with questions. Max caught his breath, gazing back. She knew him better than anyone else in the world, but she also knew this factory as well as he did. She would know if they could do it, or not. If she agreed…

      

      Bianca could see it in his face: he wanted to do it. Oh, how he wanted it. He’d always had lofty aspirations and fantastic dreams.

      Her father would object. They were running full speed already. The new factory wing being built was to accommodate Fortuna wares, not more Perusia pottery. The American market was nebulous, and so far away. It was pure speculation. Bianca knew those were valid points—just as she knew Max would forge through them all.

      After all, he’d been right, time after time: about his ability, about Fortuna ware, about London and Liverpool, about how perfect they were for each other. Bianca had once thought their marriage was a tragedy of Shakespearean dimensions, but now recognized it as the best thing that had ever happened to her. To both of them.

      Yet still he sat there, taut and waiting for her opinion. As he always did. Will you trust me? he’d once asked. She did. Always would.

      “Let’s do it,” she whispered, and Max grinned, fierce and proud.

      “Yes, Mr. Montclair,” he said to the visitor. “We would be very pleased to discuss that sort of partnership.”

      

      Kit Lawrence found his wife in the garden behind Poplar House, humming as she darned a pair of stockings. “Good day to you, Mr. Lawrence,” said Jennie gaily.

      “And to you, Mrs. Lawrence,” he returned. He sat next to her on the bench. It was sunny out, and warm here behind the brick wall of the kitchen. The air smelled of fresh herbs and the last flowers of summer, fading away. “I’ve been down to the factory on an errand. I saw Mr. St. James there.”

      “Oh?” She bit off her thread.

      Kit nodded. “He offered me a new position.”

      Jennie’s scissors rattled on the bench as she shot to her feet. “What?”

      He folded his arms and leaned back, closing his eyes against the sun. “Mm-hm.”

      His wife smacked him on the arm. “Kit! What position? Would we have to leave Persusia? What about Mrs. St. James?”

      He squinted up at her. “Which am I meant to answer first?”

      She put her hands on her hips and gave him The Look.

      Kit grinned. “As his agent. Or secretary. Perhaps both.”

      “Doing what?”

      “Helping run the showrooms and factories.”

      She caught the word at once. “Factories! How many?”

      He shrugged. “Don’t know. But he said there might be more than the one extra workshop already planned.”

      “That sounds like a great lot of work…”

      He grinned. “It does. And vastly more interesting than polishing boots. I hope I’m up to it.”

      “He couldn’t choose anyone better than you,” declared his wife loyally. “Of course you’re up to it! Well—that is—if you want to do it…”

      Kit took a deep breath. “I do,” he said quietly. He already managed most of Mr. St. James’s correspondence, and spent several hours a day at the factory. He’d learned a great deal about the pottery business, and St. James had said it would be more of that—much more. He might be sent on business as Mr. St. James’s agent to Birmingham and Liverpool, even to London.

      With this promotion, Kit would no longer be a servant but a professional man. Oh yes, he wanted to do it.

      “And we’ll still be here?” She frowned. “But if you’re at the factory all day, he’ll need a new valet. Who—?”

      “Yes, he’ll need a new man. But Jennie—” He caught her hand. “It’s substantially higher wages.”

      Her dark eyes rounded. “How much?”

      Kit told her.

      Jennie gave a little scream, then clapped her hands to her mouth. “With that much—”

      He nodded. “And Mr. St. James said we’d have one of the new cottages being built near the birch grove. One of the larger ones.”

      There had long been cottages and boarding houses for Perusia workers. Mr. Tate’s father had built some, and Mr. Tate had built more. Thanks to Mr. St. James’s plans to create a new pottery line, they needed more workers, and were building more cottages.

      Jennie inhaled raggedly. “But Kit—what about me?”

      He tilted his head, taking hold of her hands. “It would be a long walk to remain in Mrs. St. James’s service whilst living in the grove. I expect you’d have to leave her.”

      He knew she would be torn about that, but Jennie wanted to have a baby. Kit was all in favor, but it was difficult to have a child and remain in service as a lady’s maid. With a house of their own and those higher wages, though… They could have a family.

      She bit her lip. “But… What would I do?”

      He glanced up at her. “What would you like to do?”

      He knew, of course. She’d confided in him that her favorite part of her work was the clothing. Ever since their London trip, she’d begun making more and more of Mrs. St. James’s clothing, and she had quite a hand for it. She pored over fashion magazines from London, and she was the one who urged her lady to try new styles. She remade old gowns and when they were good for little but fabric, she cut them into waistcoats for Mr. St. James. Kit had once heard Mr. St. James make a naughty joke about the pleasure of wearing his wife’s skirts around his neck.

      “There’s no dressmaker in Marslip,” he remarked. “All the women have to send to Stoke for cloth and designs. I expect someone who set up shop here, with fabrics and pattern books and taking commissions, would do well.”

      Jennie sat beside him with a swirl of skirts. “Do you really think I could?” she asked breathlessly.

      He grinned. “If you want to, of course you could. The question is, do you want to?”

      She hesitated.

      He leaned forward and touched his forehead to hers. “Either way, I believe in you. You’re talented enough, and you’re clever enough. So think about it, aye?”

      Her eyes sparkled with love. “Only you would encourage me in such madness, Kit Lawrence.”

      He kissed her. “And I look forward to doing it for many, many more happy years.”
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      Roger Edwards took a fortifying breath and looked at the gathering before him. Mr. Heywood, the butler, had summoned the entire household of Carlyle Castle so everyone could hear it at the same time. Edwards knew rumors had been flying for weeks now, and it was time to confirm them.

      And, he must admit, he only wanted to do this once.

      “Thank you all for your attention,” he began. “I expect there have been some rumors, and His Grace asked me to address them.”

      A stir rippled through the household. No one could remember an assembly like this—because it had never happened.

      “By now you must all know Mr. Montclair, who has been managing the estate,” Edwards went on. “It has come to light that he has a… connection to the St. James family.”

      Now the stir was louder. Someone in the back whispered loudly, “I told you he weren’t a proper steward!”

      “There is no other way to put this,” Edwards said. “It turns out Lord William St. James, His Grace’s younger brother, did not die as everyone believed.”

      Now it was no longer whispers but a loud buzz of conversation.

      “Lord William has been alive and well in America these thirty years.” Edwards paused. “Mr. Montclair is his son.”

      “What?” burst out Heywood, the staid and reserved butler.

      Mrs. Potter lurched upright and took two steps forward. “Mr. Edwards, are you saying…?”

      He nodded gravely. “I am, madam. Lord William has returned home. Everyone, including Her Grace, is absolutely persuaded of his identity.”

      The hall erupted. Edwards kept one eye on Charles Amis, the duke’s personal valet. He was staring at Edwards, eyes round and mouth clamped shut, even as his wife, the pastry cook, tugged at his arm. Edwards had wondered if Mr. Amis suspected something about the steward. He knew the two had become friends.

      “What about the captain?” someone called out tentatively. “And Mr. St. James?”

      “They remain heirs, but they have been supplanted. Lord William has two sons”—louder pandemonium—“and a daughter. They will be traveling here from London in a few days.”

      He let the tumult carry on for a few minutes. Montclair had made an impression on everyone from the laundry maids to the duke himself. Edwards did not think this news was disappointing to many.

      “This means there will be guests at the castle,” he said, raising his voice. “Her Grace would like Lord William and his family to see the castle at its best. In time, there will also be a fête.” He paused. “I should say, there will be two. One for the parish, to present Lord William and his family, and one for all of you, at Miss Kirkpatrick’s—that is, the new Mrs. Montclair’s request.”

      As the hall erupted once more, Edwards made his way to the Amises. The valet gave him a long, hard look.

      “Did you suspect, Mr. Amis?” Edwards asked him. He was been burning to ask this question for weeks now, wondering if the valet had seen what he himself had not.

      The Black man shook his head emphatically. “Never.”

      His wife crossed her arms. “You said he wasn’t like any steward you’d ever met, Charles.”

      “He isn’t,” he replied. “I did not suspect this was the reason.”

      Edwards looked between them. “He asked me specifically to speak to both of you, and convey his regret for any dismay you may feel at his deceptions.”

      “Dismay!” Maria Amis laughed in disbelief. “He’ll be lord and master of this estate and he cares what we think?”

      Edwards bowed his head. “He does.” Montclair had been anxious about this; he’d wanted to tell the Amises before the family left for London, but Edwards had persuaded him to wait. He was still sorting out what needed to be done to have Lord William restored to his position as the duke’s heir, and had guarded against the possibility it wasn’t true, up until the very last moment, just in case.

      He had not been foolish enough to say that to the duchess, obviously.

      Mr. Amis nodded slowly. “I believe he would.” He glanced at his wife. “I hope you have a great deal more cherry preserves, my dear. I suspect tarts will be very much in demand at both of these fêtes.”

      “No doubt,” said Edwards dryly.

      “Well!” Mrs. Amis shook her head again. “Of all things. The steward is heir to our duke!”

      Mr. Amis began to chuckle. “What’s that?” demanded his wife. He only laughed harder, until he was wiping his eyes and Roger Edwards was just as impatient as Maria Amis to know what was so amusing.

      “And to think,” gasped the valet, his shoulders shaking, “I once teased Montclair about waiting for a rich uncle to leave him an estate and fortune! Never in my life did I suspect that uncle would be the Duke of Carlyle.”

      

      An hour later Roger Edwards made his way to his office in the castle, his mood expansive. His time in London had been incredibly busy, but worthwhile. Consultations with a number of attorneys and ministers had established what he needed to do to restore Lord William’s right to Carlyle, but assured him it could be done. Would be done.

      In consequence he’d hardly got anything else done in town. His clerk had sent a parcel of documents and letters, and Edwards opened it, intending only a brief perusal. The duchess, her mood even better than his, had urged him to take a holiday for himself after the last few frantic weeks. He wasn’t entirely certain she meant it, but it was the first time she had suggested he take a holiday, so he probably ought to seize the chance.

      It had occurred to him that he might make a visit to Kittleston. His elderly father still lived there… as did Emily Calvert. She was a lovely woman, charming and sweet-natured, and they’d become prolific correspondents in recent months, about the school and other projects in town that she had carried on in Lord Stephen’s memory and which the duchess still sponsored.

      But he suspected Miss Calvert’s heart wasn’t as broken as it had once been, and he found that… intriguing.

      The clerk’s report was brief, listing the letters that had arrived, calling his attention to a particular one. Edwards went still, jerked out of his thoughts of Emily Calvert, at the sight of it.

      He dropped the clerk’s list and dug through the packet until he found the letter in question, stained and creased from long travel. It had come all the way from Philadelphia, from the agent he had sent looking for Lord Thomas St. James first in France, then in America.

      He tore it open it and skimmed the first page—reporting that Lord Thomas and his family had been traced to Philadelphia, just before a smallpox outbreak had swept the city, killing hundreds—before he stopped.

      Because… what did it matter? Nothing.

      It did not matter.

      It didn’t matter whether Lord Thomas had survived the smallpox and fathered ten more sons, or if he and his entire family had perished. A month ago, Lord Thomas would have instantly become the closest heir presumptive, sending all sorts of tremors through the castle and the succession… but now, he was fourth in line and Edwards knew the duchess wouldn’t be interested in spending another farthing on him.

      Edwards didn’t wish the man ill, but he was enormously relieved that he no longer had to look for Lord Thomas. Fare thee well, sir, he thought to the absent Frenchman.

      Whistling, he tossed the letter, still mostly unread, into a drawer of his desk along with all the others, locked it, and left the office. He needed to pack his things for Kittleston.

      

      The reunion in London had gone far better than Will expected.

      His sister, like his brother, had simply marveled at everything connected to Carlyle. Philippa was warm and enthusiastic. The duchess treated them all warmly, but gingerly, as if she feared saying the wrong thing and causing another rupture. Will had no idea what his mother thought, though, and his father had been cordial but reserved—utterly unlike himself. Several days after their arrival, on the verge of departing for Carlyle, he was still braced for… something. Neither of his parents would hold their tongues forever.

      They left London in a caravan of carriages and riders. The duchess had a retinue, and everyone had tacitly agreed that sharing cramped carriages for two or three days was out of the question. One carriage carried the duchess, her maid, and Philippa, another carried more servants, and a third was for Will’s mother and sister. Will, Jack, and their father all opted to ride, and the luggage trundled along behind in a wagon. For most of the trip, conversation was sporadic and inconsequential, as befitted a long journey, but three miles from the castle, Will’s father suddenly peeled away and rode ahead.

      Will, riding beside the duchess’s carriage, glanced at Philippa. She leaned out the window and saw his father disappearing down the road, and her lips parted in dismay. “What is it?” asked the duchess anxiously.

      “I’ll find out,” he promised, and urged Gringolet on before the duchess could recover and pelt him with questions.

      He still couldn’t think of her as his grandmother, and he thought it would take her a long while to overcome her view of him as an impudent employee. She was far kinder to Jack and Sophie, and almost delicate with his parents, but her eyes still flashed fire at him from time to time. Philippa told him he must be patient. Will found that easier if he kept some distance.

      As he rode past the next carriage, his sister’s head and shoulders emerged from the window. “Où va-t-il?”

      “Je ne sais pas,” he replied, and nudged Gringolet into a canter.

      He caught up where the road made its turn into the approach to the castle. The land dipped below them, then rose up again beneath the ancient walls. In the afternoon sun, the stone had a silvery quality. The gardens were still bright with the last of the summer greenery, the leaves on the towering oak tree just beginning to shift from green to orange.

      His father sat motionless on his horse, the reins lax in his hand, staring at the castle. Will wondered what he must be thinking, after so many years away. Was it familiar? Was it dear? Was it dreaded? Was he regretting coming back?

      With a clatter of hooves, Jack pulled his horse up. Jack had been insulted at being left in ignorance, and had developed an annoying habit of prying into everyone’s business. “What?” he demanded breathlessly. “Why were we charging ahead?”

      Will tipped his head toward the view.

      Jack raised his brows, uncomprehending. “What about it?”

      “Until this moment,” said Pa softly, “I was absolutely certain I would never see it again.”

      Jack started to speak and Will waved one hand sharply to stop him.

      “This was Mama’s favorite house,” Pa went on, his voice quiet and almost distant. “I believe because my father disliked it.” At the word father, his jaw worked. “Mama kept us here, out of his sight, and we were happy.”

      “Why did you leave?” blurted Jack.

      Pa stiffened in his saddle. “War,” he said, his voice cold and flat. “One war after another.” He glanced at Jack. “I was the second son, the spare, useless one. My father bought me a commission and told me not to humiliate him. The army put me on a ship to America, and…” He fell silent.

      Jack was fidgeting. Again Will made an impatient motion to keep him quiet. He knew a little of what came next. A remote posting in the wilderness and a dangerous expedition into French territory that ended very badly, so badly his father changed his name and disappeared, allowing his family to believe him dead. He knew Jack didn’t know any of that, but now might not be the best time to air the grievance again.

      But Guy Montclair said nothing and finally the tension grew too great. “Pa?” Jack asked tentatively. “You told Will… Why not me?”

      Their father blinked out of his reverie and looked between the two of them. “Oui,” he said wryly. “I told you too little, and you too much.” That last was at Will, who kept his mouth shut.

      Pa glanced over his shoulder, then started his horse again, at a sedate walk. Without being told, Will and Jack guided their horses on either side of him. “I never meant to tell a soul, after it happened.” Pa spoke haltingly. “Only your mother knows.” He darted a sharp look at Will. “I know you want to tell your wife, but…” He paused. “If the duchess hears it, I must be the one to tell her.” There seemed to be a shadow over his face. “I broke her heart.”

      “She’s ready to forgive,” said Will quietly. Philippa had been hammering away on this point for weeks, and she would know the duchess’s true feelings.

      “She doesn’t yet know what she would have to forgive,” returned Pa.

      They rode several minutes in silence before Pa abruptly reined in his horse. “I will tell you once, and then I never wish to speak of it again.” He was himself again, brisk and purposeful. “Oui? Swear to me. You will never say a word to my mother.” He gave Will a hard look. “Swear to me you will keep this promise, in word and in deed, giving no hints or suggestive statements that betray it to her or to anyone who might tell her. Not one word.”

      Will flushed, but he and his brother both promised.

      Pa took a deep breath. “I was sent into the army as a young man, as most second sons were. My father was tyrannical and a duke, so I was given no choice in the matter. I was glad to escape him, even at the cost of going into the army. My regiment was sent to America when the trouble began with the French, stirring up their allies among the native peoples against English colonists. We were stationed in Philadelphia for some months, then sent to reinforce a garrison in New York territory.” He paused. “This was in 1756.”

      A premonition trickled through Will’s mind.

      “We were deep in the wilderness, miles from anything as civilized as Philadelphia or Boston, and the summer was unbearably hot. Black flies ate us alive, and the only respite was swimming in Lake George. The colonel was a fool, the captain worse. They disdained the American soldiers as unlearned farmers, far below the basest British soldier. But I… I had friends among them.” A faint smile flickered across his mouth for a moment before vanishing. “I was nearly brought up before a court-martial for how friendly I was with the provincials, as the English called them. A man named Jack Deane was my closest friend, a Massachusetts man at home in the woods. He was what the Americans called a ranger, able to hunt and track as the native peoples did. General Webb recognized the value of the rangers’ skills while wanting as little to do with them as possible. He instructed his men to learn from them, so that he would not have to rely on them.” He sighed, his eyes distant. “I took to it with enthusiasm.”

      Yes, Will thought, Pa would have.

      “I was assigned to accompany my captain and an orderly on a ranger scout. We sought intelligence of the French disposition. An attack was believed imminent, as the French General Montcalm was at Carillon, only forty miles away. The rangers dressed to conceal themselves, in brown and gray and green, but the captain insisted we were British officers and we would dress as such. He said he would have me flogged if I dared question his orders again.” Even after more than thirty years, rage echoed in his voice.

      “But we were successful. We discovered the French outposts without incident and counted their men and were making our way back south. It was so bloody hot. I disobeyed the captain and removed my red coat.” He swallowed hard. “And then we came upon them. A pair of Frenchmen and an Iroquois guide. The rangers did not march through the forest in ranks, as the English did. They spread out and moved from tree to shrub to fallen log, and one of them had apprehended these fur traders, who were doing nothing more sinister than trying to endure the infernal heat. We could not afford to leave them free, as they might report to the French soldiers that we were about. We were still miles from Ford Edward.

      “Deane brought them to us. They weren’t soldiers or warriors, so Deane proposed leaving them bound, while we made haste to the fort. They would get free, but not before we were well away. The captain…” Pa’s hands were shaking, and his horse tossed his head.

      “The captain was furious. He was a cruel man, petty and jealous and vicious, who regarded the Indian natives as inhuman savages and the French as little better for allying with them, even though the British army also had native allies. He favored killing the captives, and he proved it by shooting one of the fur traders in the face.” Pa’s voice began to crack. “He was young, like me. He’d be sent into the army by his father, like me, and then became a trader to seek his fortune. He was beloved by his mother, like me, and a jolly companion to his friends—”

      Abruptly Pa stopped his horse and leapt from the saddle. Will threw his own reins at his brother and bolted after him. He found his father bent over, vomiting into the ditch. He stopped, suddenly as frightened as a child might be by the sight of a parent’s illness. His father had never appeared so vulnerable.

      Jack rode up with the horses in tow, looking just as alarmed as Will. Pa took his horse’s reins and wiped his mouth with a handkerchief Will offered.

      “Captain Meachum shot that young Frenchman in the face, coldly and callously. They were prisoners, not even soldiers, who had done nothing to us. It was inhumane, and Jack Deane went for Meachun with his knife. Meachum ran his sword through Deane’s belly, and I… I put my hatchet into Meachum’s back again and again until I knew for certain he was dead.” Another spasm rippled across his face. “Deane was my friend. We were miles from any surgeon, little good though they were, and Meachum had stabbed him for no reason but that Deane questioned him.”

      Pa wiped his mouth again. From the corner of his eye, Will saw Jack draw breath to ask something. The quelling glare he turned on his brother was ferocious.

      “The only witnesses were a French fur trader and an Iroquois, who had watched me hack Meachum to a bloody mess. The other rangers and the orderly would search for us, and I began to panic. I would be court-martialed and hanged. I had my knife in my hand, unsure if I would fight or simply cut my own throat, when the other Frenchman stopped me. He must have feared I was a madman, about to kill them, too, though I assured him I meant them no harm. But he was not a stupid man, and he had spent much time in military forts in the course of his travels. He knew what would happen to me.”

      Pa looked at them, his eyes hollow. “He said we could all escape if I took his friend’s clothing and fled with them. Later he told me he feared the other English would lock him in a prison, or hang him on suspicion of being a French spy. And I… I was in the grip of a sort of madness. Even if my father had decided to bring his influence to bear and saved me from the rope, he would have punished me all the rest of his days for such dishonorable conduct. Captain Meachum was well-connected and had friends in Parliament who would want my blood. I thought I would prefer to be dead, and I became so.”

      “What was the young Frenchman’s name?” asked Will softly. But he knew.

      Pa took a deep breath. “Guillaume Montclair. I took his name and I took his life. I put on his clothing and put mine on him, including the red coat. Bazerac, the trader, told me I could take nothing, but I kept the medallion my mother had given me. Then Bazerac said a prayer over his friend, and bashed in his head until he was unrecognizable. We fled into the forest, and I thought it more likely than not that he or the Iroquois—whom Bazerac called Hawk—would eventually kill me, or at best leave me. Either would be fair justice for what I’d done. Instead they took me into Canada with them and taught me how to hunt, which skins were most profitable, and how to trade.”

      “But… why?” Jack wanted to know. “When the war was over…”

      Pa smiled bitterly. “The war was not over for another six years. By then I had become Guy Montclair to my marrow. In my memories of that terrible day, his face had become my own, as if William St. James had truly died in that forest clearing. I had met your mother, on a trading journey to Montreal. We had you, our two small sons. I had fully accepted my new life, and the prospect of unearthing my old life filled me with terror. I did not know my father was dead, but his reach was long and his temper unforgiving.” He looked at Will. “If anyone other than you had confronted me with the old name, I would have denied it and left England on the next ship, never to return.”

      “Did you ever wish to come back?” ventured Will.

      Pa sighed. “As who? Guy Montclair, common Frenchman, would never have been welcomed here. But neither would Lord William St. James, who murdered a British officer. The longer I was away, the less I thought about it. I was certain Lord William had been long forgotten, better loved dead than he would be alive. The only thing I missed… Ah, I missed my brothers and my sister, and my mother. That, I did regret.”

      They gathered up their reins and began walking toward the castle. The sunlight had mellowed into the golden haze of a late summer afternoon. The castle was stunning at this time of day. Will took a deep breath, and realized he was glad to be home.

      He wondered if his father felt the same.

      “A Frenchman named Charles-Joseph LeVecque said he knew you,” said Jack suddenly. “Could he have known the real—er, the original Guillaume Montclair?”

      Pa frowned. “What was his age?”

      “About yours, a little older. He said his friend had been a military man who’d gone to New France and been a fur trader. He was certain it was you, and that you would want us to accept his shipments…” Jack’s voice died away.

      Pa turned on him, brows raised. “You refused his shipments? Why?”

      “He wanted us to ship guns and cannon to France, and recruit Americans to fight for him as his own private army in France,” said Will. Jack kept his face averted.

      Pa stopped in his tracks and slashed one hand. “Or course we will not ship guns and cannon! And to France! An enemy to the British, who harass American ships when they believe they can get away with it. Do I want my ships sunk or seized by a British frigate? No! You told him no, did you not?” he demanded. “Tell me you told him no.”

      “We did,” said Will. Jack, cowed, mumbled something that sounded like agreement.

      “Good.” Pa’s voice was firm and full again. He strode on, horse walking behind him. “Imbecile,” he muttered. “We are not merchants of war. Do you have other questions? Ask, before the others catch us.”

      “Did you ever learn what happened, in your regiment, after your disappearance?”

      For the first time Pa smiled. “A little, many years later. Deane did not die of his wound, even though he fell as senseless as if he were dead and had no memory of that day. He was discovered by the other rangers and taken back to the fort, where he somehow recovered enough to go home to Massachusetts. I saw him again, to our mutual shock. He had been unconscious, of course, when I exchanged my life for Guy Montclair’s and fled, and he had believed me dead. I told him a few lies. I said I had wanted to escape the army and that was as suitable a chance as any. He accepted it, because he had been in the fort and he knew.” He glanced at Jack. “You are named for him, Jacques.”

      “Not for the duke?” asked Will without thinking.

      Eyes on the castle, Pa grinned a little. “Oui, also for my brother. Though he was never called Jack. He was Johnny, or—“

      “Joffred,” finished Will.

      Pa laughed. “You remember that? No wonder someone found you out. It must have been a mighty struggle to keep your mouth closed, eh?” He smirked knowingly at Will’s frown. “Especially when a lovely lady decided to pry out your secrets.”

      “I can keep a secret,” growled Will.

      Jack hooted. “Not very well! I knew you were hopeless the moment I saw her! You couldn’t keep a secret from Philippa to save your life—“

      Will rounded on him. “Quiet!”

      Pa laughed again. “No, no, I am very glad to hear it.” His smile lingered as he looked at Will. “I can forgive the lies and secrets because you have given me back something I thought I had lost forever.” Then he added, more sternly, “But do not ever do it again.”

      

      Philippa and the duchess had discussed at great length how to break the incredible news of Lord William’s return to the duke. The duchess hadn’t wanted to tell him before they went to London, in case Lord William hadn’t agreed to come to Carlyle, but the duke remembered what they’d told him about Will’s identity, and he kept asking about Will’s father. The duchess worried the shock would harm him. Philippa argued that Carlyle would be so pleased, he would recover.

      In the end, Will suggested the best way. “He thought I was my father when I simply wandered into the garden. He was surprised but not alarmed or shocked, and he called me over to sit with him. Now His Grace almost expects to see Pa.”

      The duchess had looked at Philippa, who nodded. “That sounds as reasonable as anything else.”

      Lord William had agreed. Philippa still hadn’t figured him out. He was charming to her and gentle with the duchess, but she had the feeling he was like Will, capable of dissembling charm even while concealing immense inner strain. Both he and his wife—who called him Guy, to the duchess’s  discomfort—had been polite, charming, and guarded, but Will swore up and down that his father was looking forward to seeing the duke again.

      Now Philippa strained to see from the window onto the duke’s private terrace in the Tulip Garden. The duchess had her face almost pressed to the glass. Carlyle had recovered from his illness, and Philippa was privately certain that learning Will’s true identity had helped in that. Now Will and the duke were sitting in the sun with Mr. Amis, eating cakes and drinking tea. An empty chair sat beside the duke’s chaise.

      Mrs. Montclair came up beside Philippa. “He is going now,” she said softly.

      “Is he worried?”

      Her mother-in-law smiled. “No. He and Jack went for a long ride, to settle his nerves.”

      Philippa nodded and went back to the window. To her mild surprise, Léonie Montclair turned away and sat down. “Do—do you not wish to see?” she whispered.

      “I know how it will go,” said the other woman with a wry look. She picked up the copy of Gulliver’s Travels and paged through it.

      The duchess inhaled, and Philippa whirled back to the window. Guy Montclair came striding around the corner of the castle, whistling, as if he did it every day. At his approach, Will raised one hand. Philippa pushed the casement open just an inch; they didn’t want to be caught spying, but the duchess was so anxious about this…

      “Ah! Lemuel!” cried the duke in delighted astonishment. “I’ve been expecting you.”

      “I stayed away until you would forget our last wager,” said Guy easily. “You have, haven’t you, Joffred?”

      After a stunned moment, the duke gave a faint laugh. “I suppose I have. Which is unfortunate, as I’m sure I won it. Come, sit and remind me what we wagered…”

      Philippa let out her breath. The duchess’s eyes were closed, and her lips trembled. After a moment she gave a nod and came away from the window with Philippa.

      “Shall I ring for tea?” Philippa asked brightly. The world had grown five degrees warmer and vastly happier in the space of two minutes.

      “Please, Pippa.” The duchess turned to Mrs. Montclair. “How did you know how it would go?”

      Mrs. Montclair smiled. “I know my husband. I know my son. They are both very good at sensing what others are thinking or feeling, and responding appropriately.”

      At that the duchess’s eyes flashed. “Indeed.”

      “Yes, I believe my son perceived exactly your regard for him, and he deliberately provoked you to dislike him,” said the woman with an apologetic expression. “He did not want you to know him. My husband… he wants his brother to know him.”

      From outdoors came the sound of laughter.

      The duchess relented. “I only want him to be pleased. The duke… does not remember well.”

      Mrs. Montclair nodded in understanding. “I believe that will be a comfort to my husband. He remembers far too well sometimes.”

      That night Philippa asked Will about it. She had moved into Stone Cottage upon their marriage, even though the duchess was fretting that another, finer, house must be built for them. Philippa liked Stone Cottage, and it was convenient for Will, who was still acting as estate steward. There was only room at Stone Cottage for her and Will and Marianne, but they were near enough to visit the castle every day. It was their private world.

      Will grinned at her question. “Oh yes, Pa’s a great charmer. He take a genuine interest in other people, and easily picks up enthusiasms. Talk to him of your favorite subject, and he will ask question after question until you’re utterly persuaded he’s as fascinated by it as you are.”

      Philippa laughed. “The duchess is very pleased.”

      Will pulled his shirt over his head and tossed it aside. They were dressing for bed. “All the better for me, if Pa can please her.”

      She scoffed as he bent and put his mouth on the side of her neck. “You could please her yourself, if you would try…”

      “I think I’ve done her a good turn or two,” he murmured against her skin. Philippa let her head fall to the side as his hands crept into her unbound hair.

      “You have,” she whispered. “Unspeakably good turns.”

      Then she put her arms around him and took him to bed.

      

      “You must stay on the path,” Will instructed. “Going out of bounds will disqualify you.”

      Philippa nodded, flexing her hands. “Right.”

      “You can kick the ground with your feet. You may not kick the other person or the other horse.”

      “As if I would!” protested Sophie.

      “I know you,” he said sternly.

      She squawked in outrage. “William Montclair! How dare you!”

      “Get on with it,” called the Duke of Carlyle from his seat in the landau, some twenty feet away. “We were promised a race!”

      “Hear, hear!” Guy Montclair clapped loudly.

      “Setting the rules, sir,” Will called back. He turned to them again and lowered his voice. “Don’t crash. That’s what matters most. One or both of them will fly at us in a fury if we destroy these horses.”

      Philippa laughed. She sat astride Nestor, his worn leather saddle replaced with a polished new one and his scraggly mane replenished. Beside her, Sophie sat on Hengroen, who had been located in the attics and given his own refurbishment.

      There had been a great deal of argument and excitement over this race. Once Guy learned that Will’s knowledge of the wooden horses had helped prove his identity to the duchess, he’d led a search of the castle for the missing Hengroen. Then he and Carlyle had told story after story of their childhood, including some that made the duchess exclaim in shock and indignation while Philippa and Sophie laughed so hard they cried.

      Will and Jack had wanted to race the horses, of course, and Carlyle and Guy heartily approved. The duchess had vetoed that at once. “You are much too old, and far too heavy,” she’d told them severely. “Those horses are meant for children, and I will not have the two of you destroy them before my great-grandchildren have a chance to ride them.”

      Jack retreated at once—he was still cowed by the duchess—but Philippa knew how to handle her. It took her less than half an hour to persuade the duchess that Sophie, at seventeen, was still a child who deserved a chance to ride the horses, and the two of them were far smaller and lighter than either Will or Jack, and how much pleasure would it give the duke and his brother to see their steeds in action once again?

      So here they were. The duchess and the duke watched from the landau. Mr. Montclair paced beside the carriage, muttering to the duke; Philippa was sure they were making wagers on the outcome. Mrs. Montclair had helped Sophie tuck up her skirts and was whispering instructions in her ear. Will came over and put his arm around her before leaning down to do the same.

      “Sophie will try to cut you off,” he breathed. “Do not let her.”

      “She would not!”

      “That’s what my mother is telling her to do.” He kissed her cheek, his lips lingering by her ear. “If you lose, we will obviously need to race again.”

      “Lose!” She gasped in outrage. “You think I will lose?”

      He shrugged. “I know my family. A more competitive lot you’ve never met.”

      Philippa glanced at Sophie. The girl’s face was bright with eagerness, but when she smiled back at Philippa, her eyes glinted with mischievous cunning.

      She turned back to her husband. “You forget one thing,” she whispered to him, so softly he had to lean down and put his ear right in front of her lips. “I know every inch of this estate, including this path, and she does not.” She nipped his earlobe lightly between her teeth. “And when I want something, I get it.”

      He shuddered. When he looked at her, his eyes glinted gold with desire. “Perhaps we should also make a wager on this race…”

      She laughed, leaned forward, and whispered her wager in his ear. Will swallowed, lurched upright and waved his arms. “Time to race! Come, Mama, we haven’t got all day to strategize, let them run!”

      Philippa tightened her grip on Nestor. There were reins, but for this she and Sophie held the wooden pegs at the sides of the horses’ heads. Her skirts were pulled up securely through her pockets, and she focused intently on the wide curving path that led down the hill around the western wall of the castle.

      Will dropped his arm and they were off with whoops and cries from the spectators. Dimly Philippa heard Will shouting, but she was digging in her toes to generate speed before the slope of the hill cut sharply downward and then she was flying, bent low over Nestor’s neck, her knees clamped tight to his wooden sides, her feet tucked up behind her away from the rattling wheels and spray of dirt and gravel from the road.

      She did know this path. She’d walked it, ridden it, run it, rolled her hoop up and down it a thousand times. She remembered the rut that ran from left to right, following the flow of water away from the castle gutter. She remembered the subtle bump from the roots of the towering oak tree, even though the tree stood thirty feet from the path. She remembered that the path was slightly banked to make it easier on carriages going down the hill, and she leaned into the turn to guide Nestor around it.

      Behind her she heard a shriek of frustration. Sophie had caught the rut and fallen behind. Philippa kicked twice more and sailed down, past the oak tree, onto the raked gravel drive at the front of the castle. She was sitting on Nestor, breathless and laughing, when Will dashed up beside her on Gringolet.

      “Masterful race!” He leapt down and lifted her off the horse, spinning them both around. “Brilliant!”

      Philippa wound her arms around his neck, grinning. “I told you I knew what to do.”

      Sophie had run aground on the grass nearby. The landau pulled up behind her, and Guy Montclair vaulted over the side even before it stopped, earning a rebuke from the duchess. He ran to crouch over Hengroen with Sophie, followed by his wife.

      “They are plotting how to fix Hengroen for a better run,” Will murmured.

      Philippa shook her head. “Nestor is too old for this! Let him end his racing career as a champion. We must design and build our own new horse, if there are to be more races.”

      His eyes brightened. “A larger horse.”

      She laughed. “Large enough to hold you?”

      “Obviously.”

      Behind them, the duke was crowing in victory and calling them to come celebrate Nestor’s triumph. Even the duchess was smiling. Will rested his forehead against hers, suddenly somber. “Thank you, my love.”

      “For helping the duke win yet another wager over your father?”

      He made an amused grimace. “Yes… and for everything else. Seeing through me. Loving me anyway. Persuading me this might all work.”

      She wove her fingers into his hair. “There was no other way for us to have each other. All this”—she waved one arm behind her, at the castle, at their companions, at Carlyle—“had to fall in line, so I made it. I told you, I know how to get what I want.”

      He laughed again. “Thank God for that.”

      

      Léonie Montclair hung back as everyone else made their way down the stairs.

      They had been here for several days now, and she still had no sense of direction in the castle. The duchess had assigned a personal maid to her and Sophie, merely to help them dress, which was almost as jarring as sleeping in a room built for jousting knights.

      She was not at all certain she liked this place.

      “We will be late for dinner,” said her husband behind her.

      “Guy,” she said fondly, touching his face.

      He stopped on the stairs at her side. “What is wrong?”

      She laughed, embarrassed. Everyone would think her mad if she complained about having a personal maid and living in a castle with an aristocratic husband. “Nothing.” She paused, looking around. “Are you happy to be here?”

      She hadn’t asked him yet. Ever since Will had met them in that London inn near the docks, his face grave and anxious, and began to explain what he’d done, Léonie had held her tongue.

      Partly, as a mother. She could see the hope in her son’s eyes, and she realized how much he wanted forgiveness and acceptance, even though he’d broken his word to Guy. Will spoke of the lady he had married, and Léonie recognized that her child was in love—and that he was staying here, no matter what the rest of them said or did.

      So she held her tongue and listened as her husband shouted at Will, with Will answering quietly, Jack attempting to pipe up from time to time and getting shouted at in turn. She knew Guy’s secret; she had known it since the day before she married him, when he confessed that he had once been not a French fur trader but an English gentleman who murdered a man, and she had married him anyway. She knew his lost family had been a stone of regret in his heart, even as their life in America flourished with success and love. And she knew that if he wanted to come home, to see his mother and brother again, she would go with him and support him.

      But she sincerely hoped he did not want to return and live in this luxurious dungeon.

      He took her hand and pressed it to his cheek for a moment. They slowly started down the stairs, hand in hand. She had always known him as Guillaume, always called him Guy, and now everyone was calling him Lord William. One maid tried to call her Lady William, and Léonie had put a quick end to that. She did not like these exalted titles.

      “I am very happy to see my family again,” he said. “If only Jessica and Stephen—” He stopped, and she squeezed his hand.

      “It cannot be changed.” She looked around again. “But everything else… It could be. Do you wish to remain here?”

      He rocked back on his heels. “If I did, would you stay, too?”

      She shrugged. He was teasing her, and she was repaying him. “Perhaps. Perhaps not.”

      He grinned. “There’s a tower. I could lock you in it…”

      She raised one brow. “Much good would that do you, if I decided to leave.”

      “I know it.” He slid his arm around her waist, pulling her close. “I would work very hard to dissuade you from leaving me, though.”

      She smiled at that. “I know.” They had reached the ground floor of the soaring central hall. The marble floor, the carved woodwork, the vaulted stone ceiling were all very impressive. “Will intends to stay.”

      “Oh yes, we’ve lost him to Carlyle.” He hesitated, then spoke slowly. “He wants me to resume my place as Johnny’s heir. So that this will all be his, some day.”

      “Do you want to do that?”

      Guy scratched his chin. “I see little reason not to. Between the two of them, he and Philippa are already managing everything. Nothing would be required of me except a signature here and there.” He looked at her. “And he wants it so badly. He wants out of the shipping business, and Jack would be very pleased to see him go as well. Jack likes living in London. He will do well there, given some time and experience. I can satisfy both of them at once by agreeing to this. Besides, it can hardly hurt our business to have a ducal connection.”

      She let out her breath in relief; her shoulders eased. “So you would only do it for Will?”

      “Why else?” he asked in surprise. “I don’t want this. My home is in Boston, with you. My life is with you.”

      Léonie was surprised how strongly her heart leapt at that statement. “So we will only stay to visit,” she said, smiling broadly. “And then go home.”

      He gave her the deceptively mild look, the one she knew meant trouble. “Oui, ma chérie. I always meant to take you home. Who would want to live here?”

      As one they turned to regard the marble statue in the curve of the stairs behind them. It was of Perseus, striding forward in victory, the monstrous head of Medusa dangling from his outstretched hand.

      “It is hideous,” said Léonie quietly but fervently.

      “Unspeakably,” agreed her husband. “It terrified me as a child. I’ll tell Will I’ll do as he wants, if he swears an oath to take a hammer and chisel to that monstrosity.”

      She looked at him, and he looked at her, his eyebrow up in that wicked way, and she choked on a laugh. “I don’t believe you would make a very good duke,” she whispered.

      “Absolutely wretched,” he agreed with relish. “Let’s go to dinner, my love. My mother always did keep a fine table, and we should enjoy it while we are here.”
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            The Duchess

          

        

      

    

    
      Sophia Constance St. James, Duchess of Carlyle, sat in her chair and surveyed the room. Percival lay in her lap, purring softly.

      On a cushion at her feet, paging through one of Jessica’s old books about India, sat her granddaughter Sophie. Her heart swelled; her granddaughter Sophia, who had her own dark eyes and sharp mind. Her grandsons were listening to her sons telling tall tales—she was sure many of them could not possibly be true—and Philippa was blatantly encouraging their boasting. William’s wife Léonie was listening with a faint, knowing smile, as if she knew even wilder tales.

      Her Grace hoped she was permitted to hear some of them, some day. William had not told her what happened in America, why he had let them all think him dead for thirty years. She could see it had been a weight on his shoulders for so long, it had sunk into his very bones, and was not something he could disburden easily.

      She would wait. That day in London, only three weeks ago, waiting for him to walk through the door, hardly daring to believe he ever could, the duchess had felt every bit of the pain that had torn her heart when the letter arrived decades ago, saying he was dead in America. The general had written that her son—her William, with his ready laugh and high spirits and unquenchable thirst for adventure—had been mauled by French savages so severely he could only be identified by his regimental coat. Pacing Diana Beauchamp’s parlor, waiting, praying, hoping, had been so agonizing she’d feared she would have an apoplexy and drop on the spot.

      None of that mattered now. He was alive. He was home. She had made a promise to God that if He returned William to her, she would never, ever ask what had kept him away. But she still hoped he would tell her, some day.

      Tonight the castle, which had seemed on the brink of melancholy and grief, was instead filled with laughter and family. Johnny hadn’t been in such good health and spirits for years. He rode out in the carriage almost every day now, and dined with them regularly. He had accepted his brother’s reappearance contentedly, as if the thirty year absence had been nothing more than a bad prank, and was delighted to have two nephews and a niece.

      And she… She had grandchildren. As sorry as she was not to have known them earlier, her heart was full to bursting with love for them now. Sophie was mischievous, like her father had been; Jack was more like Johnny, honest and good but willing to be caught up in trouble if someone else led the way. Will… She had to press her lips together at the thought of how he’d provoked her.

      But if he hadn’t come, if he hadn’t annoyed her and vexed her so he could remain undiscovered at the castle, if he hadn’t teased and flirted with Philippa… None of this would have happened. She was still vexed with the young man, but deep down she was coming to love him anyway.

      The duchess’s gaze caught on the portrait on the wall, the one that had shown Philippa the truth. How well she remembered the month it took to paint that. Johnny had just finished at Oxford, excelling in history, while William had been on the verge of being sent down for misbehavior. Jessica had been ten, perpetually escaping her governess to climb trees or hide away with a book, and her dear sweet Stephen had been three, cranky from his teeth coming in. It had been a long, hot month, when all their tempers frayed as the painter, Mr. Hudson, and his assistant fussed and scolded.

      But it had also been a happy month, one of the last times they were all together. Johnny and William had played pranks on each other and spoiled Jessica outlandishly, pushing her on the wooden swing in the garden and taking her for long punts on the river. Jessica had staged nightly speeches arguing that she ought to be allowed to go away to school like her brothers, and Stephen had made them all laugh by chasing after the cat who was Percival’s six-times-great-grandmother.

      Johnny had gone off to the Continent a few weeks later, not to return for almost three years. By the time he was home, William had scraped through Oxford and been sent into the army with a lieutenant’s commission. When he came home next on leave, Stephen had just departed for Eton, and Jessica, who had won her way in the end, was halfway through her two years at a young ladies’ academy before her debut. Johnny had been traveling from estate to estate at his father’s command, dutifully learning the management he would never use. Then William had been lost, followed a year later by his father, and then Johnny’s accident.

      She sighed. So much she wished she’d known. So many years she’d regretted… too much.

      But now God had smiled on her and given her back an infinitely precious piece of what she’d lost.

      She raised her eyes to the portrait again. There hasn’t been one painted of the family since. But now, she decided, she needed a new one—no, several new portraits. One of William and his family. One of Johnny, at long last, even though she feared he and William would conspire to have him painted in the guise of Robinson Crusoe or some ridiculous thing. One of Will and Philippa, just married; they made such a very handsome couple.

      Her Grace’s fond gaze lingered a moment on Philippa. She thanked God that Colonel Kirkpatrick had brought his small daughter home to England before he fell in love with Jessica. Without Philippa, the duchess was certain her heart would have given out from the sorrows she’d had to endure. Philippa had brought joy and comfort and purpose to her life when everything else had been dark and melancholy. She was not Jessica’s daughter in blood, but most certainly in spirit. Jessica would have been immensely proud of Philippa—as was the duchess herself.

      Yes, she would want another portrait to hang opposite the Hudson portrait, of all of them—she with her two sons, her daughter-in-law, her granddaughter and two grandsons, and her beloved Philippa.

      The cat in her lap stretched, and the duchess smiled as she scratched his neck. Even Percival would be in this portrait.

      She would direct Mr. Edwards to begin searching for an artist as soon as he returned from his holiday.
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