






THE FIRST KISS



He opened his eyes and saw tears in her green eyes. This wonderful, sensitive woman was crying over his pain. And that wasn’t right. He couldn’t move his gaze away from her eyes, her lips, that pert little nose that he wanted to kiss.

And why couldn’t he? Abigail didn’t want him any longer, if she ever had wanted him. Right in front of him stood a beautiful woman who openly flirted with him, teased him, and seemed to desire him.

Slowly he lowered his head toward hers. He paused barely an inch away from her lips. If she moved, he would let her go. But she did not.

He curved his hand around her neck, bringing her closer, until their lips met. Shock and desire soared throughout his body as they kissed. All he’d wanted was a little comfort from her. Something to make him forget his pain. And now, all he wanted was to lay her down on the sofa and make love to her all afternoon. He wanted to leisurely explore her body and kiss every freckle, wherever they might be.

He let his tongue glide across her lips, hoping she would open for him. And she did. But he never expected the all-encompassing passion as her tongue touched his, met him, and caressed him. He moved his hands to cup her face.

She tasted sweeter than he ever imagined. A combination of honey and cinnamon, and it drove him mad. He trailed his hands down her back, pressing her closer to him, to his rising erection. Damn, how he wanted her…
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Chapter 1



London, 1817

As the door to Elizabeth’s home slammed shut, she braced herself for the inevitable confrontation. They hadn’t even waited for the butler or footman to open the door and announce them. Loud footsteps preceded their entry. Her heart raced as she attempted to rein in her emotions. Glancing up from her needlework, she watched Richard enter the salon with his wife Caroline following behind him.

“Elizabeth, we have given you six months and still you have refused to comply with my—our simple request,” Caroline said as she sank to the sofa with a deep sigh.

“You have no claim here.” Why must she have this conversation with them every month? And worse, why did it distress her so terribly each time? He had no claim here…at least not yet.

“Actually, I just might,” Richard said, and then sat in the chair across from his wife.

“You are not the duke, Richard.”

“Not yet,” he added softly.

Her attempts to keep the greedy couple from taking over her father’s house had only made them more determined. They only wanted the house and the estates in the country for their ambitions. Mostly, Caroline’s ambition. Without her, cousin Richard would have been happy with his manor home in Dorchester. But Caroline wanted more. She would never be satisfied as the wife of a baron. She wanted the duchy and all that went with it, including Kendal House.

Only the house didn’t belong to them…or her.

“Do you have any new proof that Edward is dead?” Elizabeth asked, staring at him. “Don’t forget he had at least one son who would inherit over you.”

“It has been ten months since your father died,” Richard said harshly. “The solicitor sent several missives to Edward, but received no reply. And he has yet to arrive. Everyone knows about those heathen savages they have in America. Edward and his family were probably killed by them.”

“Edward has been in Canada for the past five years.” Elizabeth inhaled deeply, trying to keep her patience. “And until you know for certain about his death, you have no right to live here. Kendal House and the estates belong to the duchy until such time as his death is confirmed.”

She prayed she was right. Richard and Caroline would squander the income from the estates on gambling, gowns, and balls. Neither appeared to have an interest in putting forth the effort to ensure the tenants were cared for and the lands remained profitable.

“That is where you are wrong,” Caroline said with a tight smile. “Our solicitor is drawing up the paperwork right now.”

“That shall be nothing but a waste of his time—and your money. It means nothing. This is the duke’s residence, and Richard is not the duke.”

“Edward refuses to return and claim his rightful inheritance,” Richard added.

“That still makes no difference,” Elizabeth explained. “He is the duke, whether he chooses to return home or not. Besides, ten months is no time at all. He most likely had to pack up his entire house in York and arrange passage over here. Plus the voyage time. I have heard the winters in Canada are dreadful, so they might not have been able to leave as expected.”

“Then he should have sent a missive to that effect. Something acknowledging his inheritance,” Richard replied.

Caroline shook her head. “For all we know, Edward is dead.”

“Then his son would inherit.” Dear God, they were driving her mad. It seemed as if they were far more determined than in previous months.

“Ah, yes,” Caroline drawled. “But if he and Edward are both dead, then Richard inherits.”

“True enough. However, if they were both dead then someone else in his family would notify the family solicitor here.” Elizabeth clenched her fists in frustration.

“Unless the entire family was wiped out by those savages they have over there. Besides, it really should not matter to you,” Caroline commented. “You will either be a burden on us or the new duke.”

A fact not lost on her. Elizabeth had only the very small allowance left to her from her fath—the late duke. “I realize that, Caroline. I suppose I shall live with one of my sisters once the duke is installed.”

“As if they want you,” Caroline sneered.

“It is nothing to concern yourself over,” Elizabeth snapped. Her sisters were so much older that she barely knew any of them, save Jane. And none of them had ever taken the time to invite her to stay with their families for more than a week.

“And I don’t,” Caroline retorted with one brown eyebrow arched. “But if I were you, I would be looking at all the eligible gentlemen.”

Self-serving Caroline would only be looking for the richest and highest titled gentleman she could hope to snare. Elizabeth didn’t want that. If she found herself in a position that required marriage, then she wanted to find a man who would love her for who she was…or who she wasn’t.

“Nonetheless, Elizabeth,” Richard started in a slow, warm voice, “we only want what is best for the estates. Your late father’s steward could be robbing the family blind, for all we know. Someone must take over things until we hear from the new duke. My solicitor will petition the prince so that I may oversee the estates until such time as Edward either makes an appearance here, or is deemed deceased.”

Elizabeth stared at Richard. With gray hair and tired lines creasing his forehead, he looked every bit his sixty years. She released a long sigh. “I have been checking over the books from each estate every month, Richard. My father’s steward is an honest man.”

Caroline gave a quick shake of her head. While her husband looked on the verge of elderly, Caroline was only six years older than Elizabeth’s twenty-six years.

“You are looking after the books?” Caroline asked in a high-pitched tone. “I thought you were a lady.”

“I am quite competent when it comes to mathematics. Unlike either of you, I grew up on the estates. Who better to know what they need?”

“Of course, cousin,” Richard said quietly.

Elizabeth knew she was defeated. Unless she petitioned Prinny himself. But she doubted the prince would even listen to her. He would want what was best for the estates, and that meant a man controlling the lands, not her. She was a bit surprised the prince hadn’t managed the situation before now.

“If your sisters refuse to take you in, I suppose you could stay here,” Richard said.

“Richard!” Caroline’s voice pitched higher. “In a few months, there won’t be room in the house.” She rubbed her rounded belly.

Richard shook his head and rolled his eyes. “This house is large enough for a passel of children, Caroline. I cannot have my cousin on the streets.”

“But—”

“Enough, Caroline.”

Elizabeth might have felt a spark of hope, except Richard’s tired tone was scarcely convincing.

“And yet, we all know she isn’t truly your cousin,” Caroline muttered before standing to leave.

Before Elizabeth could think of one decent retort, the couple left. It wasn’t surprising that they knew about her past. The rumors regarding her lack of inheritance had been the talk of the ton for months now. Most assumed it was due to a disagreement with her father over a suitor—a rumor she had started and encouraged.

But a few might have guessed the truth.

 

Silence finally filled the house as Elizabeth sat on the brocade sofa with a sigh. She couldn’t remember the last time she had felt this tired. Picking up her small glass of sherry, she took a sip, letting the fruity essence rest on her tongue a moment before swallowing. Her head lolled back against the fabric as she stared at the ornate ceiling of her small salon. She closed her eyes and listened to the sound of horses clomping past her home.

Only it wasn’t her home any longer.

She had to do something, but at this point, her options had just about run out. Tomorrow, Richard and Caroline would return. This time with a solicitor in tow, no doubt. Elizabeth understood their desire for the house—greed and position. Nevertheless, the house wasn’t theirs, and she would do everything in her power to make certain it stayed that way. She’d never trusted Caroline, and lately, Elizabeth questioned Richard’s reasonableness. In the past four months, he had been spending more time at the gaming hells, and according to the gossips, losing serious amounts of money. Money she knew he didn’t have.

Some days, she even wondered if the new duke had ever attained notice of his inheritance. Her father had died ten months ago, and she had never received one word from her distant cousin, Edward.

Of course, he wasn’t truly her cousin.

Elizabeth opened her eyes and stared at the empty fireplace. She had to find her mother’s diary before Richard and Caroline found a legal way to have her removed, or Edward arrived from Canada. Her mother had kept several diaries, and none held the information Elizabeth desired. After finding those journals in drawers, she discovered none contained anything too personal. However, one book made a mysterious reference to a hidden diary, and that was the one Elizabeth needed to find.

She had to uncover the truth.

After all this time, she wondered if the diary even existed any longer. Her father might have found the journal and burned it. Or her mother might have given the diary to a close friend to keep it away from Father. Elizabeth doubted both ideas. Her mother had died quickly following a carriage accident. She would have had no time to give the diary to a friend, and her father never seemed to care enough to look for it. Perhaps he had no need and had already learned the name of her mother’s lover.

Elizabeth had only five rooms left to recheck. It made the most sense that the diary had been stashed somewhere in this house, since her mother rarely traveled to the estates. After checking every room in the townhome, she’d performed a thorough inspection of the other estates and uncovered nothing. Not one clue to her real identity.

Furiously, she blinked away the tears welling in her eyes. She refused to cry one more tear over something as silly as her real father’s name. In the eyes of Society, she was and would always be Lady Elizabeth Kendal.

There had to be something she was missing in her search. Perhaps there was a secret compartment in a desk, or a hidden room that she had overlooked.

“Lady Elizabeth?”

She turned at the sound of the footman. “Yes?”

“Miss Reynard is here to see you.”

Why would Sophie be here at this late hour? “Send her in and bring some tea and cakes.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Elizabeth sat up and composed herself while waiting for her dear friend.

“Elizabeth, thank goodness you are here and not at Lady Tavistock’s ball.” Sophie rushed into the room and flopped to the sofa. Black tendrils clung to her forehead as she removed her damp hat.

“Why?”

Sophie shook her head. “Lady Tavistock would never have invited me to her ball and then I wouldn’t be able to speak with you. I do apologize for the lateness of the hour, though.”

“Is something wrong?”

“I am not certain. I had a vision and needed to see you immediately.” Sophie picked up Elizabeth’s hand and clutched it tightly in her own hand. Closing her eyes, she went still. “I was right,” she whispered.

“Right about what?” Elizabeth pressed her friend for an answer.

“Something is about to happen,” Sophie started, then paused and frowned.

“What?”

“A man is going to enter your life,” she said softly.

Elizabeth smiled. Sophie had gained quite the reputation as a medium and matchmaker in the past year. She had even matched Elizabeth’s dearest friends, Avis and Jennette, with husbands. “Are you certain?”

Sophie glanced away from her and shook her head. “Not in that way, Elizabeth.”

The serious tone of Sophie’s voice made Elizabeth say, “Oh?”

Sophie shook her head again. “I cannot be sure but I feel there is something dreadfully wrong. This man will upset your entire life. I fear he will bring you great pain.”

Great pain? “How do you mean?”

“Oh, how I wish my visions were clearer.” Sophie looked back at Elizabeth. “This man comes with children. Many children.”

The duke. Elizabeth’s shoulders sagged. She’d heard the stories that Edward had numerous children and stepchildren. Obviously, he was on his way here. Once he arrived with all those children, she would have to find other accommodations.

“Elizabeth?”

“It must be the new duke, Sophie.” Elizabeth pulled her hand out of Sophie’s grasp. “Do you have any idea when he will arrive?”

Sophie shrugged. “I really have no way of knowing. With Jennette, it was that very evening. However, with Avis, I knew in advance. My visions don’t give me schedules.”

“I understand.”

“You don’t think he would ask you to leave here, do you?”

Elizabeth waited while the footman brought in the tea and cakes on an ornate silver tray. After he left, she poured tea for them both and then rested back against the sofa.

“I don’t believe I ever met Edward, the new duke. My father never had a pleasant thing to say about the man. Then again, he rarely had a good thing to say about anyone.”

“You know my home is always open to you,” Sophie commented. “My aunt would say that it lends credence to our social position to install a duke’s daughter in our home.”

Elizabeth blew on her tea before taking a sip. “Thank you, Sophie. I am praying it won’t come to that.”

She needed time to perform a meticulous inspection of the remaining rooms. It shouldn’t take too long, a few days at most. Then she would be happy to leave the house to the duke. Not that she had any ideas on how she would survive. She only had a small allowance to live on, and despised the idea of being a burden on anyone.

“What will you do if he asks you to leave?” Sophie asked quietly before sipping her tea.

Elizabeth sighed. “I suppose I could find work.”

“Elizabeth, you shall do no such thing.”

“I won’t be a burden, Sophie.”

“You have some income from your father.”

Elizabeth shook her head slightly. “It’s not enough to survive on my own.”

“You cannot even think about working. It is beneath you,” Sophie said with a nod.

“Not any longer,” she answered. “Besides, I have quite a talent for gardening. Perhaps I can find work taking care of someone’s flowers.”

“True. But do you think anyone would hire a woman gardener?”

“Perhaps not,” Elizabeth said flatly. “I suppose there is always a governess position.”

“Yes. But the lady of the house might be suspicious that the daughter of a duke needs to look for work. She might even believe her husband is installing you as his new mistress.”

Elizabeth slammed down her teacup. The hot liquid spilled over the edge, just missing her fingers. “Then what am I to do?”

“Marry?”

She barely kept from rolling her eyes at the ever romantic Sophie. “I do not need a man.”

Sophie giggled softly. “Of course you do. Just not for what you’re thinking.”

This time she did roll her eyes. “Now you are as bad as Avis.”

“A good man in your bed cannot hurt,” Sophie replied with a slight shrug. “Think about what I said. My aunt and I would love to have you stay with us.” She stood and reached for her damp hat. “I should take my leave now.”

“Very well.”

As Sophie left, her words remained with Elizabeth.

The last thing she needed was a man interfering in her business. Most men liked nothing better than to stick their noses, and other parts, where they didn’t belong. Therefore, until she uncovered the truth of her parentage, she refused to suffer through any man’s attempt at courtship. Even then, Elizabeth doubted she would desire any man.

It just wasn’t in her.

While she found some men attractive, mostly she found them annoying. Sometimes she wondered if there was something wrong with her. After watching two of her dearest friends fall madly in love and marry, she thought she might feel as if something was missing in her life. Yet, the only thing she yearned for was the knowledge of her background.

Not knowing her father’s identity seemed to be eating at her more and more lately.

Perhaps because she knew her time in this house might soon end. Even if her cousin took over control of the house, she couldn’t stay. She wasn’t one of them.

Her heart constricted with pain. All her life, she’d been Lady Elizabeth. The daughter of the Duke of Kendal. Since the duke had never disowned her in public, no one knew the truth, except the few people who might have guessed. Even Richard and Caroline couldn’t know for certain. All they had were the obvious clues—her father had left her barely enough to survive, and with her red hair and freckles, she looked nothing like her sisters or late brother.

Elizabeth reached for her forgotten sherry and sipped a bit of the liquid. She had to come up with a plan for her future. There had to be something she could do with the little money the duke had left her.

Her only skills seemed to be mathematics and botany. Neither proficiency would bring her any income unless she taught them to young ladies. Perhaps that was the answer. Find a school for gentlewomen and teach. It would not be an exciting life but she’d had the glamour of the ton for the past eight years. Society became more tedious with each passing Season.

The small mahogany mantel clock chimed eleven times. Elizabeth rose to retire for the night. Most of the servants had already departed their posts for bed, but she could hear a footman in the hall. She kept one man on duty all night to protect her and her aunt.

Thankfully, her aunt had left last week for a visit with her ailing sister. That had given Elizabeth the opportunity to search her aunt’s room. Aunt Matilda had become quite impatient waiting for the duke, and wished to leave and live with her three sisters in Kent. Of course, Elizabeth would be welcome to stay with the cantankerous elderly women—a thought that made employment sound very attractive.

She walked into the hall and smiled at the tall footman. He turned and unlocked the front door.

“Is everything all right?” she asked.

He looked back with a smile. “Nothing to worry about, Lady Elizabeth. I just heard a strange noise out on the street, and thought to investigate.”

“Very well, then. Good night, Kenneth.” Elizabeth stepped on the first marble tread and remembered she’d left her book in the parlor.

“Is everything all right, Lady Elizabeth?”

“I forgot my poetry book.”

“Did you leave it in the salon? I shall fetch it for you immediately,” he said before she could even reply.

She walked down the hallway behind him but stopped as the front door hurled open.

“Unbelievable,” a huge man said at the threshold. “They just leave the place unlocked at night.”

Elizabeth screamed as the strange man and several others walked in the house. “Kenneth, we have intruders!”

“Intruders?” the stranger said, shaking his head. “Lucy and Ellie, take the children upstairs and find rooms for everyone.”

“Of course,” said one of the women.

Elizabeth shouted, “Kenneth, where are you?”

“Right here, my lady,” he said from behind her. “I’m going to need some help with all of them.”

“Go wake the others,” Elizabeth said quickly. What was wrong with everyone? She walked closer to the huge man with dark brown hair and a scraggly beard wet from the rain. She stepped back quickly when she smelled him. “Get out of this house!”

Instead, the children followed the two women up the stairs.

A few of them glanced down at her and giggled. One dark-haired boy of about ten looked down at her and whispered, “Will’s gonna have to let her go. She’s just mean.”

Elizabeth glared at them all and then turned her stare to the man leaning against the banister. “You had better get those children and leave the premises before I call the night watch.”

“Call whoever you damned well want.” He took a step toward her. “Is this not the Duke of Kendal’s London residence?”

“Yes, but certainly you’re not…” her voice trailed off. No, it was inconceivable. This ruffian was far too young to be Edward.

Finally, she heard the loud stomping of footmen coming upstairs like a herd of cattle. She leveled the thug a smug look. He raised an eyebrow at her and smiled. His smile took her completely by surprise. With even white teeth and small crinkles by his eyes, the man’s smile made her heart pound.

“Get this man and his children out of my house,” she ordered the footmen.

“Yes, ma’am.”

Two of the burliest footmen in service came forward and walked toward the man.

“Your house?” he said with a stifled chuckle.

“Yes.”

“I thought this home belonged to the Duke of Kendal,” he said as the two footmen pulled his arms behind his back. “Not so rough, boys. At least not if you wish to continue to serve in this household.”

“What are you blathering about?” Elizabeth asked.

“This is the home of the Duke of Kendal. Allow me to introduce myself. William Atherton, at your service.”

Elizabeth grabbed for a baluster of the handrail. Hearing the giggles of children, she glared up at them. At her hard stare, they ran toward their rooms. All but the two eldest women, who held her glare.

William Atherton was indeed Edward’s son. His only natural born son. Edward’s heir.

While hard to determine his features with his hair to his shoulders, a beard that desperately needed a shave, and a stench that would make a seaman proud, she didn’t doubt his claim. His dark brown eyes were almost black, the exact shade of the former duke.

“Where is your father?” she asked softly.

“The good Lord took him nine months ago.”

She breathed in deeply in an attempt to gain some measure of control. Finally, she stepped away from the stairs and curtsied to him.

“Welcome home, Your Grace.”








Chapter 2



Will finally broke away from the footmen’s tight hold. “Thank you…”

The woman’s face flushed pink. “Elizabeth, Your Grace. I am the former duke’s daughter,” she replied in a halting voice.

“I see. A cousin of mine, then.”

“Very distant, but yes.”

“Wonderful.” The last thing he needed was one more mouth to feed. The past two years had been a struggle as he attempted to keep his family from falling apart during his father’s long illness.

“Those children,” she started, glanced up the stairs, and then paused.

Watching her freckled face cringe, he almost laughed. “Yes? The children?”

“They can’t all be…”

“Mine?”

“Well, yes. I had heard you were eight when you left for America, and that was only twenty years ago…”

He walked toward a large room as she attempted to determine the source of all the children. Glancing around the room, his gaze focused on the gilt furnishings. He remembered very little of his life in England, and this was one part he must have forgotten. The opulence of the room astounded him. Red silk wallpaper lined the walls of the room, vast gilt frames with oil paintings and portraits hung from the walls. He had only heard of such wealth. Not even Abigail’s family had this much.

God, he missed her already. He had to get this nasty business completed as quickly as possible.

“Your Grace?”

“Oh, yes, the children. Perhaps I had an early start,” he said with a smile. His innocent cousin’s eyes widened.

Slowly, her lips tilted upward. “That must have been an extremely early start.”

“Considering Ellie’s nearly twenty, I do believe eight is just a bit young.”

“Your siblings, then?”

“All seven of them, plus Alicia, who stayed behind with her new husband.” Will walked farther into the room and ran his hand over the soft velvet of a wingback chair.

“Nine children? And they all survived infancy.”

He only nodded at the sound of amazement in her voice. He chuckled softly. “They include four stepbrothers from my father’s second wife.”

“Would you like something to eat, Your Grace?”

He turned back toward her and frowned. “Why do you keep calling me that?”

“Your Grace?”

“Yes.”

“Because you are the duke. If you were an earl, I would have addressed you as ‘my lord’.”

He shook his head. “Well, stop. I will never understand this country and its odd penchant for titles.”

She stood upright and quickly brushed a red lock back from her forehead. “It is not an odd system of titles. How long did you live in Virginia before moving to Canada?”

“Ten years. Then my father was reassigned to another diplomatic position in York near Lake Ontario, just before the war broke out.”

“I think you must have forgotten how English Society works. After all, you lived in that heathen country where no man needs a title.”

“Perhaps. But at least there, every man has the chance to better himself without needing a title to get ahead,” he said before sitting in the wingback chair.

“Your Gr—” She halted abruptly when he glared at her. Throwing up her hands in the air, she said, “Then what do I call you?”

“William, or better yet, Will.”

“Very well, William. Would you like me to awaken the cook for a quick meal?”

“I wouldn’t wish to disturb the servants.”

“The servants are here for your every convenience. Besides, I must wake the maids to make up the bedrooms. Mine is the only one ready.”

“Then yes, I would love a little something to eat. The food on the ship was not the best.”

She smiled and two small dimples creased her freckled cheeks. The woman was quite pretty with her red curls and green eyes, but when she smiled, she became absolutely radiant.

“I will return in a moment,” she said.

As she left, her slim hips swayed under the muslin of her amber gown. Listening to her give orders to the footmen, he smiled. She was obviously used to assigning tasks for the servants.

God, he hated the idea of being back in this country. If he had only surrendered his citizenship and moved to America before his father’s death. Then he would not be here. He wouldn’t be eligible for the title. Instead, he would be in Virginia with Abigail, enjoying the warmth of a late May evening.

Being an American, his stepmother had ingrained in him the ideals of freedom from tyrannical forces. How no man had the right to call himself king. The people had the right to choose their leaders, and titles should mean nothing.

While she preached to him about the importance of freedom, his father continued to speak of the duchy and their responsibility to it. Or more importantly, the opportunity it would give them financially. Once the title fell to either of them, they could give their family wealth and respect. In order for that to happen, Will had to keep his British citizenship. He’d only done it to make his father happy. What Will wanted remained in Virginia.

For the past five years, he and Abigail had faithfully written to each other monthly. Every six months, he would propose to her again, telling her that he would give up everything for her. Each time, she had another reason he shouldn’t give up his citizenship for her. During the war, their correspondence had been sporadic, but she had told him of her love for him. When the war ended, Will had begged her to come to Canada, but she told him she could not disregard her father’s feelings. After losing his only son in the war with the British, he could not lose his only daughter to an Englishman.

Not that any of that mattered. Now that he was the duke, he could do what he wanted. He was here for only one thing. Once finished, he and his siblings would be on the first ship out of England forever.

 

After telling the footman to awaken the servants, Elizabeth quickly walked up the stairs to organize the children. In the first room, she found the two oldest women, and a young girl who couldn’t have been more than five. The little girl gave her a shy smile.

“Good evening, ladies.”

The two older women folded their arms over their chests in unison. “Good evening,” the woman with blond hair said.

“I am your cousin, Elizabeth.”

“I’m Sarah,” the littlest girl said excitedly.

Elizabeth walked over to the girl on the bed and said, “It is a pleasure to meet you, Lady Sarah.”

Sarah giggled. “I’m not a lady yet.”

“Oh, but you are, at least I think you are. Will is your half brother, right?”

Sarah shrugged, but the other two nodded.

“Well, since your brother is now the duke, that makes you a lady,” Elizabeth replied with a smile.

The little girl giggled again and looked over at her sister. “See, Lucy. I am a lady.”

“You won’t be a lady for a very long time, Sarah,” Lucy retorted.

Elizabeth turned toward the young woman named Lucy. “And it is a pleasure to make your acquaintance, Lady Lucy.”

“Thank you, Elizabeth.”

“I think she must also be a lady, Lucy,” the woman with blond hair stated.

“Are you Ellie?” Elizabeth asked.

“Yes, Lady Elizabeth.”

“Well, it is a pleasure to meet you all. I have to admit, I’m a little confused about who is related to whom.”

Ellie smiled. “It is a little difficult. Will, Alicia, Lucy, and I are from the same parents. James, Michael, Ethan, and Robert are my stepbrothers. Sarah is the youngest, and she is my half sister.”

“That clears it up a little. The servants are on their way to make up the beds for you. Tomorrow we shall see about setting up a nursery for the younger children, which will free this room for you both to share.”

“You mean we don’t have to make up the beds?” Lucy whispered.

Elizabeth smiled at the sound of awe in her voice. “No, Lucy. We have servants here to attend to our needs.”

All three girls gave each other amazed looks.

“We don’t have to help cook?” Ellie asked.

“We don’t have to wash the clothes?” Lucy said at the same time.

“No. We have several servants to do all those chores.” It finally dawned on Elizabeth that they were used to doing these chores themselves. She had assumed her cousin Edward must have had money, but perhaps he hadn’t.

“Good night, ladies. I shall see you tomorrow morning.” Elizabeth walked slowly toward the door.

“What time is breakfast?” Ellie asked.

“Whenever you want it,” Elizabeth replied. “Just let the maid know if you will eat in the breakfast room, or if you want a tray in your room.”

“We can eat in our bedroom?” Sarah exclaimed.

“Yes, I do most mornings,” Elizabeth commented.

“Good night, Lady Elizabeth,” Lucy said.

Elizabeth walked out of the girls’ room and toward another room. Hearing loud voices, she knew before she opened the door that the boys were inside. She walked into the bedroom and found two of the younger boys investigating a bug in the corner of the room. They both turned as she entered the room.

“What are you two about at this hour?” she asked.

“There’s a spider,” the younger of the two answered. His hair was sandy brown and he had large blue eyes.

“And you are?”

“Robert, ma’am.”

Glancing toward the older boy with blond hair, she asked, “And you?”

“Ethan, ma’am.”

“I see. Have you two decided which bed will be yours tonight?” She walked over to where they still stood in the corner. Spying the spider, she lifted her skirts and stomped on it.

“I can’t believe you did that!” Ethan said. “It was a poor little spider. He wasn’t going to hurt anyone!”

Elizabeth inhaled deeply. She had no idea how to deal with children, especially boys. “That spider might have bitten you. And that is no way to speak to an elder.”

“Yes, ma’am,” they muttered together.

“Now, tomorrow we shall settle everyone into their permanent rooms, but for tonight, you will have to make do with the beds that are in here.”

“It doesn’t matter about the beds,” a sullen voice from the doorway said.

Elizabeth turned and looked at the older boy. “Why is that? And who are you?”

“I’m Michael. And it doesn’t matter about the spider or you or the beds or anything else.” Michael moved toward one of the beds and flopped on it, facedown.

Elizabeth stood there, unsure of what to do. Should she call for William? She had never been around young boys before now.

“Michael, we’re not going anywhere,” said an older adolescent from the corner.

Had he been in the room the entire time? She was in completely over her head. “What do you mean, Michael?”

He turned his head slightly from the pillow. “As soon as Will sells off everything, we’re moving back to America.”

“What did you say?” The boy had to be wrong. William could not sell off everything and then leave. The estates were entailed and he had responsibilities to attend to here. If he left, who would care for the tenants? Who would care for the lands?

Michael rolled onto his side and stared at her. “We’re going back. Will is going to sell off everything.”

“Oh, no, he is not,” Elizabeth said, striding toward the door. “The servants will be up in a moment with bedding. Good night.”

She slammed the door on the way out. Picking up her skirts, she raced down the marble stairs. Did the man know nothing? He couldn’t sell off the estates and return to America.

She strode into the parlor to find the duke with his feet on the mahogany table and his head tilted into the corner of the wingback chair, with his dark brown eyes shuttered and his breathing even. Her anger should have dissipated at the sight of his obvious exhaustion, but it did not.

“Get your filthy feet off my table!”

One dark brown eye stared at her. Slowly, the other eye opened and one brow arched. “Your table?”

She swatted at his feet. “Yes, my table.”

He placed his booted feet on the floor and sat up straight. After folding his arms over his chest, he continued to stare at her.

“Last I checked, I was the duke,” he said in a low tone. “I believe that means this house and everything in it belongs to me.”

“Hah! You are incorrect on that matter. Some of the things belong to the title, not to you.”

“It’s all the same to me,” he said with a dispassionate shrug.

“Well, you would be wrong.”

“Perhaps I am. I may have been born in this country, but it isn’t my home and never will be. For all I care, some other cousin can inherit this damned title.”

She glared at him as her anger rose higher. “But they cannot.”

“Oh?” He arched one eyebrow slightly.

“As long as you are alive, you are the duke. Whether you like the idea or not,” she retorted.

How dare this man think he could dismiss centuries of family history? Did he have no idea of what his relatives did to gain that title? The battles fought over land, the marriages brokered over money and land. All done to increase the family’s position and fortune. All done to give them the wonderful and secure life they had now.

Meeting him almost made her wish Richard had inherited the duchy. At least he would have respect for the title and the history that went along with it. Although, he would gamble away the money. The situation was bewildering. She had one cousin who would gamble the estates to ruin, and another who would sell off everything. Well, she wasn’t about to allow either of those things to happen.

“But again, I am the duke,” the arrogant, uncivilized man stated. “Therefore, I can do as I wish with the assets.”

“You might be the duke,” she replied, balling her hands into tight fists. “But you cannot sell off this family’s properties and belongings.”

He leaned his head back into the corner of the chair and smiled. “I don’t believe you have a say in the matter.”

She smiled sternly at him. “Perhaps not. But I do know you cannot sell off any entailed property.”

Watching his eyes widen and his mouth drop slightly, she knew she had caught him off guard. He knew nothing about the laws of inheritance in England. She could use his ignorance about the subject to her advantage.

“What can’t I sell?”

Ignoring his demanding question, she walked toward the door. “Good night, Your Grace. Pleasant dreams.”








Chapter 3



Will watched the aggravating woman walk out of the room as frustration seeped into his bones. What did she mean? Not everything he owned could be entailed. Could it?

All his plans hinged on his selling some of the properties and finally returning to America. It had been his dream for the past five years. Without the money, he was no better off than he had been in Canada.

He combed his fingers through his long hair. He desperately needed a shave and a haircut. Nevertheless, that could wait until tomorrow. He would question the little shrew about her comments then.

The idea of staying in this godforsaken country for more than a moment necessary bothered him terribly. He had to get back to Virginia before Abigail’s father married her off to another man. A wealthy American man. Something Mr. Mason was certain Will was not. While many would consider Will wealthy now, in no manner would Mr. Mason consider an English duke an ally to the United States.

“Your supper, Your Grace.” One of the footmen who had attempted to throw him out of his new home stood at the threshold.

“Thank you…?”

“Kenneth, sir.”

“Thank you, Kenneth.”

The footman set down the tray on the table where Will’s feet had previously been settled. “Your Grace, I must apologize for earlier. I was only doing as Lady Elizabeth requested. She had no idea who you were.”

“I understand, Kenneth.”

“It’s just that…”

Will glanced up at the footman’s terrified face and understood. “You will not be turned out.”

Relief washed across the young man’s face. “Thank you, Your Grace.”

The man hurried from the room as if he feared Will would go back on his word. What a rigid society. Everyone concerned about not insulting a man because of his title. A rush of homesickness came over him. He hoped Alicia and David were doing well. His sister had always had a tough exterior but was a sentimental, softhearted woman. She would miss them all dreadfully.

Almost as much as he missed her already.

He reached for the bowl of stew and sighed. The aromas floated past his nose, bringing back memories of his stepmother’s wonderful cooking. She would have hated the idea he was here, but would have enjoyed the thought that he planned to sell off as much as possible. After he finished the delicious stew, he walked to the stairs, determined to find his room and finally sleep in a nonswaying bed.

“The maids just finished in your bedchamber. Your room is the first door on the right.”

“And the children?”

Kenneth smiled. “They are on the third floor. Good night, Your Grace.”

“Good night, Kenneth.”

Will walked up the stairs and opened the door to the first room. Peering inside, he found the girls soundly asleep. Thank God. He wanted no more conversations for the night, only his soft bed. He departed the room and walked farther down the hall to the next room on the left. The boys were all asleep, except Michael.

“Are you all right, Michael?” he whispered.

“Go away, Will.”

Will smiled. When Michael told him to go away, it meant come talk. Will sat on the edge of the bed and glanced about the room. “Nice to have a bed again?”

“I suppose.”

Will reached out and rubbed his stepbrother’s head. “We won’t be here for long.”

“James said that once you see all the money you have here, you won’t wish to leave.”

“Your brother is a fool.”

“I know that.”

“What I want is in America,” Will said, thinking of Abigail’s sweet, innocent face. “Selling off everything will enable me to have what I want, and give you all a better life. So chin up, boy. I just need a couple of months.”

“James said you could have all that here, and more. Being a duke is a really important thing.”

“I thought we already established that James is a fool.”

“We did,” Michael replied with a giggle.

Will still hadn’t become accustomed to the lower register of Michael’s voice. At fourteen, Michael was a gangly jumble of half boy and half man.

“Many of your elder siblings have idolized the idea of what England is truly like,” Will whispered.

“I haven’t.”

“No, you haven’t. But James, Ellie, and Lucy certainly do. That is why I insisted that all of you come with me. You need to see the England I remember. The poverty, the class system, the fact that people don’t get ahead here without a title…like your father, and mine.”

“But you have a title, Will.”

Will sighed and rubbed his stepbrother’s hair. “And if I didn’t, I would be nothing here, which is why I cannot stay.”

Michael nodded. “Good night, Will.”

He walked back downstairs, reached for the door-knob, and stopped. Had Kenneth said the second door on the left, or on the right? Will was so beyond tired he couldn’t remember. He opened the door to the left and a light, feminine gasp sounded from near the fireplace. She turned around and glared at him.

“What are you doing in my bedchamber?”

The small fire behind her displayed the shadows of her modest curves, and the glow flamed her long hair into beams of crimson. Her heart-shaped face, while covered in freckles, was completed with a pert nose and lips that were not too full and not too thin. Perfection. Her green eyes looked like emeralds shimmering in the dim light.

He truly hadn’t taken an account of her beauty this evening when he’d been too preoccupied with other things. Or perhaps her irritable behavior had been the only thing he noticed.

“Your Grace?” she squeaked.

“I apologize, Elizabeth. I was looking for my room.”

“It’s across the hall. The duke’s bedchamber is a full suite.” She crossed her arms over her chest as if to hide the fullness of her breasts. Instead, it only seemed to plump them.

Desire flared but he attempted to tamp it down as quickly as it had fired. He was not attracted to the shrew. No matter how her lush body seemed to call to him. His heart had settled on Abigail.

Not that his body seemed to note that fact. His erection pressed against the cotton of his drawers, desperate for release from its cloth prison.

“Your Grace!”

He swallowed hard, attempting to gain a measure of control of his sudden yearning. “Good night, Elizabeth.”

He forced his feet to move toward the door, when all he really wanted was to step closer to her.

 

Elizabeth sipped her chocolate and then broke off a bite of toast. He had seen her in her nightclothes last night. She’d felt the heat of his gaze, hotter than the fire behind her, burning into her. While she’d tried her best to cover her erect nipples from his view, she doubted her success. His gaze appeared to settle on her breasts.

And she’d liked it.

For the first time in her entire life, she felt something odd and strangely appealing when a man looked at her. Not a man, a ruffian. He smelled foul, like a man who hadn’t bathed in weeks. Of course, he probably hadn’t the chance to clean much on the ship.

She was ill, that was surely the cause of this sudden departure from her normal manner. All this worrying over finding her mother’s hidden diary had caused her to lose her senses. Most notably her sense of smell, if she found that barbarian attractive, she thought with disdain. Hopefully, he would have enough intelligence to bathe this morning.

Now with all the children in the house, she had no idea how to complete her search. Two of the last five rooms she had left to investigate were the children’s rooms. She’d also wanted to check the ducal bedchamber once more. With William in there, she would never be able to search the room again. She had to find a way to get in that room. It made the most sense that the diary was in there. The only option was to wait until he left the house some time.

At least, he hadn’t mentioned her leaving the house now that he was installed here. But she had to find out what William’s intentions truly were, because even though she wasn’t the duke’s true daughter, the family name mattered to her.

She could never let him ruin the family name.

She pushed away the rest of her chocolate and toast, then strode from her room, determined to confront him. After searching various rooms, she found him in the study, huddled over the old desk.

He glanced up quickly and mumbled, “Good morning.”

Elizabeth gripped the leather chair in front of her. He had bathed and shaved. At least now she didn’t have to doubt her sanity. The man was beyond handsome. While his dark brown hair was still too long for the current style, his clean-shaven face showed a strong jaw and a chin with a slight dent in it. Even his nose was beautiful. Long and just a little crooked, as if it had been broken once.

“Can I help you with something?” he asked roughly.

Heat streaked across her cheeks. “I apologize. You look different this morning.”

A slow smile moved his sensual lips upward. “As did you last night.”

The heat on her cheeks burned her entire face. “I assume you found your bedchamber.”

“Indeed. Is this what you came to discover? That I found my room?”

“No. I wanted to speak with you about what you said last night.” She moved to take the seat in front of the desk when he remained quiet.

“You won’t change my mind.”

“But why?”

He let the quill drop from his hand, and it landed with a plop on the ledgers in front of him. “Why what?”

“Why would you wish to sell off what you can? Why would you leave the lands, the estates, the tenants, and the title?” The man had no idea of the history if he thought to leave without any consideration for the effects it might have on others.

“My reasons are not your concern.” He sipped his coffee slowly and then stared at her again.

“I see. You do realize that you cannot sell off three of the estates.”

His eyes narrowed. “So you informed me last night. I never understood this archaic idea that land can only go to the eldest male.”

“It’s actually quite simple,” she said. “The reason is so the land always stays in the family. A person cannot sell off everything, and leave nothing to his heir.”

“And yet, the only person of importance in this system is the eldest male. The rest are sent off with a small allowance.” Will reached for his coffee again.

“That hasn’t been a major concern as this family has never been blessed with an overabundance of males. The College of Heralds had to search back five generations to find your father’s connection to the family.”

“So I am able to sell off any property not entailed?”

“Yes,” she answered reluctantly.

“I see. This entailment was a method of protecting the family.”

Elizabeth smiled. He finally understood why it was so important to keep the family lands. Perhaps getting him to comprehend the important history of this family wouldn’t be so difficult after all. “Exactly,” she commented.

“And as long as I’m alive, I remain the duke.”

Elizabeth nodded. “Yes. And as long as your sons are born here or one of the English colonies, then the eldest living son would inherit upon your death.”

“And if my sons were born in America?”

A flicker of doubt fluttered through her. “Your eldest son would be considered an American. Therefore it has been determined that our cousin, Richard, would stand to inherit. Or of course, one of his children.”

“I see,” he said, then stared down at the paper in front of him. Slowly, he looked up at her. “What about you?”

“I beg your pardon?”

“What happens to you?”

Elizabeth chewed her lower lip. “It is not my welfare that concerns me.”

“Of course it is,” he said with a smile. “It’s only human nature to be worried about your personal welfare.”

Rage infused her veins. “You think I am only concerned about myself?”

He leaned back against the leather desk chair in a casual manner. “What other reason would you have for interfering with my business?”

She scraped back the chair, stood, and glared at him. “Not because it is my life you are turning upside down. Do you even know how many tenants the estates have? Or how many servants work for this family? Do you realize that every one of them might be turned out if you sell the lands?”

“That is not my concern.”

Elizabeth did her best not to run from the room. She had to stand up to the man—make him grasp the lives he could be ruining.

“Indeed it is your concern. One of the duke’s main responsibilities is the welfare of his tenants.” She placed her hands on her hips, waiting his next rejoinder.

He leaned back further and crossed his arms over his chest. “We both know I am not suited to be the duke. Nor do I wish to play duke. My concerns are only for my family and their well-being. The rest of the world can go hang itself.”

“You are a selfish man. You would turn out innocent women and children so you can have your way.”

Will had taken enough of her waspish mouth for one morning. He rose to his full height, forcing her to look up at him.

“I am selfish? Because I put the interests of seven children first? Because I inherited a title that I had no desire for? Because I was forced to come to this detestable country and settle an estate I know and care nothing about?”

She cringed. “I’m sorry.”

Slowly, she returned to her seat and stared at her hands. “I didn’t think about how much all this must have upset your life.”

“Not just my life. My entire family’s life.”

“True.” She licked her lips. “But…”

“What?” he asked as he returned to his seat.

“This could make their lives so much better,” she replied in a soft voice. “I can only assume you have more money as the duke than you did in Canada.”

His fists instinctively tightened. “Perhaps,” he bit out.

“Staying here would give all the children opportunities they would not have in York, or even in America. As the sister of a duke, the girls are inherently accepted into Society. The boys will be welcomed at Eton. They will all have the ability to make great matches.”

“As you have?” The moment the words left his mouth, he regretted them. He knew nothing about her. She could be a widow, after all. But for some reason, he had to know more about her. He found her strangely intriguing.

She glanced down at her hands. “I could have made any number of matches,” she mumbled.

“Of course,” he said in a disbelieving voice.

She looked up at him with fire in her emerald eyes. “I most certainly could have. I haven’t found a man who suited me yet.”

“Ah, being selective.”

“You don’t believe me, do you?”

Will shrugged casually. “It really is none of my concern. However, as I understand these books,” he said, looking down at the desk, “this house is not entailed, nor is it leased. I will be selling it as quickly as possible, so you might wish to decide where you will live. Perhaps with a relative?”

He watched the emotions play on her tight face and felt a stab of remorse. He didn’t want to hurt the woman, but she had to understand that this country was not for him. He also knew that his brothers would never be welcomed at Eton, not as the sons of an American.

“I have four sisters, but I am not close to any of them. They are all much older than I.” She clenched her jaw tightly as if attempting to control her emotions. “My aunt is normally here but departed for a visit. She will go live with her sisters.”

“And you?”

“I suppose I could live with a friend of mine.”

He was being completely insensitive to her plight. Her eyes blinked furiously as if she were attempting to hold her tears at bay.

“What about cousins?”

She looked away from him. “Apart from Richard, there is Nicholas, who is unmarried and lives with his young daughter. It might look improper if I moved in with him.”

“I’m sorry,” he whispered.

“You have nothing to be sorry for,” she said, blinking away tears. “After all, you are the duke and you have the final say in all that matters in your house.”

“Elizabeth,” he started as she rose from her seat. “Please don’t leave angry.”

She looked at him, tears filling her eyes. “I am not mad at you, William. Only very disappointed. I thought that you or your father would make a much better duke than my cousin, Richard. I now see I was very wrong on that account. At least Richard would have had respect for the title and the lands.”

She walked slowly toward the door and then turned. “I just need to know one thing.”

“What is that?”

“Why is it so important that you return to America?”

“My future wife is there.”

She frowned but nodded. “I see. And she can’t travel to England?”

“Her father lost his son to the last war with the British, so the last thing he wants is for her to marry an Englishman. Not only an Englishman, but a lord of the realm.”

She shook her head slightly as if confused. “You will always be the duke. If she loved you, it would not matter to her.”

Will closed his eyes against the pain. “She would never disobey her father.”

“If she truly loved you, her father’s wishes would not matter,” she whispered, then left the room.
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