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      “This is your last chance. If we continue, I will take all of you.”

      

      Duke Stephen’s powerful and unfeeling demeanor commands the attention of everyone around him. So when a fiery spinster doesn’t seem to care he can’t help himself. For what a duke wants he gets…

      

      After everything Lady Felicity has done for her family, she never thought she would be the one to bring them to ruin. Until she gets caught in a scandal with an irresistible duke.

      

      Their marriage is quick, but what troubles Felicity is how Stephen’s fiery passion at night turns into icy indifference in the morning. Yet she soon realizes that melting his heart comes at a great cost…
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      The female protagonist of this book, Lady Felicity had no other choice but to raise her six younger siblings. Determined to remain a spinster, her sister Deborah  suddenly asks her a question that makes her heart flutter…

      Here is Felicity and Deborah’s Prequel Chapter which will help you understand and visualize the story inside my book better.

      Many of my readers requested it and that's why I am giving it away for free! I believe you will LOVE IT!

      It’s not mandatory to read it, but it will be really helpful if it's your first time with this book.

      Read the story of  Deborah’s Question here.
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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      “Cecilia, the pink gown is mine!”

      

      Leah, the youngest of the Gibbon siblings at only thirteen years old, had inherited all the gowns grown out of by her older sisters. Unfortunately, her fifteen-year-old sister, Cecilia, could still fit into some of them as well.

      

      Cecilia turned this way and that so the skirt of the pink gown swirled around her as if she were dancing, a mischievous smile on her face. “The rule is that they are yours when they fit only you,” she replied smugly, in spite of the fact that she had absolutely raided Leah’s wardrobe and snuck the gown out.

      

      Felicity, the oldest of the Earl of Elbury’s six children, sighed heavily as her two youngest sisters bickered over the gown. They could sort out their own fashion woes until she had the more pressing household matters settled.

      

      Striding into her father’s office, Felicity surveyed the scene with a detached sense of responsibility.

      

      The esteemed Earl of Elbury, Francis Gibbon, was slumped unconscious in his chair, an empty bottle of brandy perched on the very edge of the desk beside him, and a glass with the last few dregs remaining at the bottom dangled from his loose fingertips.

      

      “Father,” Felicity said gently, carefully taking the glass and placing it well back on the desk, then sliding the empty bottle away from the edge for good measure. “Father, please, we’re expected at the Marquess and Marchioness of Fernside’s dinner party.”

      

      Francis groaned at his daughter, swung a blind arm toward his desk for the brandy, and slumped over the opposite arm of his chair when he could not reach what little alcohol remained. With a disgruntled sigh, he began to snore.

      

      Felicity blinked at him for a long moment, then collected a nearby quilt to drape over him as he slept. There would be no moving him in this state, let alone attending a dinner party. She squared her shoulders, then marched back toward the drawing room, where she was trying to corral everyone for departure.

      

      “Felicity, I’m ready for the dinner party!” Cecilia beamed at her eldest sister and gave another twirl in her pink dress as frustrated tears welled up in Leah’s eyes.

      

      “No, it’s mine, and I want to wear it tonight!” Leah protested.

      

      “Leah, Cecilia, you know you’re staying home with Father tonight,” Felicity reminded them, though her attention was quickly diverted from her complaining sisters by her brothers’ antics as they loitered in the corner near Deborah.

      

      Ian, with a wicked grin that Felicity immediately recognized as trouble, leaned in to say conspiratorially, “Hey, Philip, have you heard the one about the Duke and the milkmaid?”

      

      Deborah cocked her head, listening intently as Philip chuckled and replied, “Ah, yes, the one where the Duke asks the milkmaid for her secret to such creamy butter?” The wine glass in his hand caught the light as he raised it to his already-stained lips.

      

      Ian nodded at his older brother, the brown eyes they’d all inherited from their late mother shining with bawdy delight. “Exactly! And she says, ‘Well, Your Grace, I just use my hands.’”

      

      Philip laughed far louder than was polite, and Felicity began to march over to break up the antics, shooting Deborah a worried look.

      

      “Oh, but then, the Duke replies, ‘Perhaps I should lend you a hand sometime?’”

      

      Deborah frowned, her head cocked, and had just opened her mouth with a question on her lips when Felicity interjected.

      

      With a stern look at the boys, Felicity reprimanded, “Gentlemen, must we discuss such matters in young Deborah’s presence? She hasn’t even had her debut yet.”

      

      Ian dismissed Felicity’s fussing with a shake of his head, still grinning easily. “Oh, Felicity, come now! It’s all in good fun.”

      

      Philip winked at Deborah, then gave Felicity a maddeningly smug look. “Besides, it’s never too early to prepare our dear sister for the realities of the ton.”

      

      Felicity frowned. “I highly doubt these boorish jokes will be of any help when Deborah, or either of you, are faced with eligible suitors.”

      

      Ian winked. “Well, you never know, Sister dearest. A well-timed joke might just win you a fine husband.”

      

      Philip nodded with exaggerated seriousness as he agreed. “Indeed, a man who can appreciate your fine sense of humor.”

      

      Felicity pressed her lips into a thin line but remained calm with the patience of a saint. “I highly doubt that. But can we please change the subject for the sake of your sister’s innocence?”

      

      Ian heaved a dramatic, long-suffering sigh as he shared a look with Philip. “Very well, fair sister. Have you heard the one about the scandalous Countess and the dashing young stable boy?”

      

      Philip stifled another laugh, struggling to maintain his composure as Deborah frowned, confused. He said between fits of mirth, “Oh, the one where she asks if he can handle a spirited ride?”

      

      Ian showed no such restraint, barking a laugh before answering, “Yes, and the stable boy smirks and says, ‘Well, My Lady, I’ve tamed wilder beasts than your horses.’”

      

      Felicity looped an arm through Deborah’s to escort her away from their cackling brothers. “Oh, dear heavens! I cannot believe you two are related to us,” she admonished, though she was fighting an affectionate smile.

      

      Ian, still enjoying the last waves of laughter from their jests, whined, “It’s all in the spirit of camaraderie. You’ll come to appreciate it eventually, I’m sure.”

      

      Philip raised his nearly empty wineglass in a toast to his retreating sisters. “And remember, when those stuffy gentlemen come courting, you can always break the ice with a good joke.”

      

      Deborah widened her eyes and shook her head, remarking quietly to Felicity, “I can’t decide whether to be amused or horrified.”

      

      Ian laughed, trailing his sisters across the room. “That’s the spirit, sis! Now, let’s find another joke to share before we’re all deemed incorrigible.”

      

      “No, thank you,” Felicity interjected. “I doubt you’re capable of any humor that won’t make our innocent Deborah blush any redder than she already is.”

      

      Philip boomed a laugh. “You may be right. But you must admit, a little blush does wonders for a lady’s charm.”

      

      Felicity rolled her eyes and briskly marched Deborah out of the room, rolling her eyes. “I’m beginning to think I’m the only sane one in this family.”

      

      Deborah nodded conspiratorially. “Of course, you are, that’s why you’re in charge.”
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        * * *

      

      In Felicity’s room, Deborah smiled at her oldest sister, anticipation of the upcoming ball reflecting in her demure smile and bright eyes. Felicity had forfeited all fashion choices to Deborah long ago, as Deborah was the first to receive Felicity’s castoffs—in fact, Deborah had grown enough to nearly share her wardrobe entirely—and the eighteen-year-old had always had a much keener, if frivolous, eye for fashion.

      

      Deborah’s choice of gown was one that currently traveled between her and Felicity’s wardrobes regularly, a beautiful navy blue piece that brought out the red tones of her brown hair and eyes.

      

      The memory of the day Deborah had bought the gown drew a small smile across Felicity’s lips. Deborah had insisted that they choose it together and that it be a color that would be equally flattering on them. The day had been one of giggles and sisterly love.

      

      Felicity smiled to see her sister looking so ravishing, on the cusp of making her debut in the ton.

      

      “Ignore our brothers,” Felicity advised. “You’re as beautiful as you are thoughtful, and you needn’t trouble yourself with understanding their crass humor.”

      

      “Of course, Felicity.” Deborah smiled back in reply. “I’m sure I will be quite witty in my own right when meeting suitors.”

      

      “You will.” Felicity gave her arm a gentle squeeze. “Would you care to accompany me as I finish preparing for the dinner party? There’s no need to suffer the boys’ buffoonery.”

      

      After several long moments of Deborah helping to arrange her thick brown hair in an updo secured by gold pins, both young women took a step back from the mirror to better admire their handiwork.

      

      Felicity’s heart fluttered with anticipation as she stood before her vanity mirror, her delicate fingers tracing the intricate lace adorning the edges of her pale yellow gown. The gown, a creation of elegance and grace chosen by Deborah’s expert eye, seemed to glow like the morning sun against her alabaster skin.

      

      Felicity’s brown eyes sparkled with a mixture of excitement at the prospect of not only a dinner party at a sprawling estate but of the hostess being her dearest friend Penelope, the newlywed Marchioness of Fernside.

      

      Felicity’s room was bathed in the soft, warm glow of candlelight, casting a romantic ambiance that only heightened her sense of enchantment as she added the final touches to her attire. She took a deep breath, her fingers trembling slightly as she reached for the simple necklace with a star pendant that had been a cherished gift from her late mother.

      

      The star gleamed softly, its luminescence a perfect match to the delicate shade of her gown. As she fastened the necklace around her neck, her reflection seemed to transform before her very eyes. Even Deborah’s mouth parted in a soft “oh” as Felicity shifted from her siblings’ exhausted caregiver to the young, radiant woman she truly was.

      

      Felicity’s fingers deftly moved to her hair for a careful final check of the chocolatey locks in their elegant coiffure. A few loose tendrils framed her face, lending her an air of softness and allure.

      

      Felicity blushed as she recalled the teasing remarks Penelope had made about the handsome gentlemen who would be in attendance that evening. Felicity had always been an extrovert, but her duty to her family had long kept her from entertaining suitors.

      

      Tonight, in this gown and her mother’s necklace, was different. Tonight, Felicity felt a flutter of excitement at the possibility of simply being a young woman among the members of the ton.

      

      With a final glance in the mirror, Felicity turned away, her skirts swishing softly as she made her way to the door, Deborah joining her with a smile and linking their arms.

      

      The hallway beyond was lined with flickering sconces, casting long shadows that danced on the walls. The low hum of conversation drifted from the drawing room, where their brothers waited with Cecilia and Leah.

      

      Taking a deep breath, Felicity stepped into the hallway, her heart racing in time with the soft rustle of her gown. Much to her relief, she could hear Philip gently defusing Cecilia and Leah’s disagreement over the pink gown, as well as their bitter disappointment at being left out of the dinner party.

      

      The sisters walked through the doorway in time to see Philip on his knees before the two young girls, coaxing a smile out of them.

      

      “I promise each of you a dance tonight,” Philip reassured them. “When I return from the dinner party, we shall all have a waltz here, and I will tell you both all about the latest fashion from the party. Deborah will help me take notice, I’m sure, and this tiff over a pink gown will be the last thing on your mind.”

      

      Felicity smiled, watching their youngest sisters beam, their spat entirely forgotten. Philip always did his best to help Felicity counter their father’s deficits as the Gibbon patriarch, but he never quite matched her self-discipline and self-sacrifice.
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        * * *

      

      The Gibbons’ carriage jostled down the winding country road, its wheels creating a steady rhythm beneath Felicity’s poised demeanor. She sat tall and regal, her pale-yellow gown billowing slightly around her, a vision of elegance amidst the plush interior. The soft glow of the setting sun filtered through the carriage windows, casting warm hues on her features as she glanced at her younger siblings seated across from her.

      

      Ian lounged with a carefree air, his disheveled dark hair falling lazily over his forehead. Even sitting in silence, his mischievous smile always made him look like he was about to crack a witty joke.

      

      Philip, lips still stained slightly from the red wine, sat with a book in hand, absorbed in its pages. Given the choice, he typically preferred solitude, with only the company of a good book and wine. Even at home, when he tried his best to help Felicity run the household and raise their younger siblings, he would often sneak off for a reprieve.

      

      Deborah, the youngest to be invited to the dinner party, fiddled with lace at the hem of her sleeve, her brown eyes wide with excitement.

      

      Felicity cleared her throat, her expression stern but tinged with affection. “I trust you all understand the significance of this evening,” she began, her voice carrying the weight of responsibility. “Penelope’s dinner party is a vital social event, one that requires us to be on our best behavior and to uphold the family’s reputation.”

      

      Ian rolled his eyes and slouched further into his seat, his indifference palpable. “Ah, come off it, Felicity. What reputation are we upholding? That our drunkard father could not be bothered to sober up to come? That we’re a pack of heathens? When I roam the streets with Gregory, you should hear the way the ton whispers about us.”

      

      “I’m surprised they know you’re a Gibbon at all, with all the time you spend with Gregory Pinkton,” Philip replied. “Perhaps Felicity wouldn’t mind one less sibling in the house. Ian Pinkton has a certain ring to it.”

      

      Felicity fixed both brothers with a stern gaze, her brown eyes flashing with a mixture of exasperation and determination. “Ian, you may choose to dismiss these occasions as inconsequential, but they are the very fabric of our societal connections. Our family’s fortunes and reputation are intertwined with these gatherings, and we cannot afford to undermine them.”

      

      “Philip, insinuating that Ian becomes another man’s brother to lessen our burden is cold.” She held Philip’s gaze until he looked away, muttering under his breath.

      

      Deborah took a deep breath, her gaze locking onto Felicity’s. “She has a point, Ian. Our circumstances may be strained, but we must do what we can to ensure our prospects remain intact. We cannot afford to be careless.”

      

      Ian snorted and sat up. “Very well, we’re all to make nice with all the members of the ton who will give us terrible looks and whispers for being as late as we are. Felicity, what if someone asks about Father’s business? Or the estate? Shall we lie?”

      

      Deborah frowned, her eyes wide and uncertain as she turned back to her sister for reassurance.

      

      Felicity’s expression softened, and she reached out to gently pat Deborah’s hand. “You all know that we must be discreet. No one outside the family needs to know the extent of our financial situation. We must project an air of confidence and assure our acquaintances that all is well.”

      

      Ian sighed and raked his fingers through his hair to tame it, albeit begrudgingly. “Very well, Felicity. We’ll put on our best manners and act as though we’re in the presence of the Queen herself.”

      

      Felicity smiled, her pride in her siblings shining through. “Thank you, Ian. And remember, we must make a positive impression, not just for our own sake, but for the legacy of our family. Now, let us endeavor to enjoy the evening and make the most of this opportunity.”

      

      As the carriage continued its journey toward Penelope’s house, the siblings settled into a reflective silence. Each absorbed Felicity’s words, understanding the gravity of the situation they were facing.

      

      United by a shared sense of duty and determination, they were prepared to navigate the intricacies of the evening ahead, their bond as siblings and their commitment to preserving their family’s honor stronger than ever before.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      The imposing doors of Nicholas and Penelope Hoskins’ lavish estate swung open, and a tall figure strode in with an air of calculated detachment. Stephen Norman, the Duke of Swinton, was a man well-known throughout the ton for his icy demeanor and bottomless pockets.

      

      He struck an impressive silhouette in his tailored black coat that enveloped his broad shoulders, and his raven hair was impeccably styled, framing a face that seemed carved from marble.

      

      Nicholas approached with a hearty laugh, a touch of friendly mockery in his voice. “Swinton, old friend, you’ve graced us with your presence.”

      

      Stephen’s face didn’t move as he clasped Nicholas’s hand briefly. “Fernside, Marchioness. Celebrating your return has managed to draw me from my pursuits.” His green eyes were as cold as emeralds, though he nodded respectfully as he acknowledged his best friend and his wife.

      

      Nicholas chuckled, raising an eyebrow. “And I assume your pursuits involve counting your dizzying wealth?”

      

      “Of course, it took great effort to tally the enormous sum remaining after spending a small fortune on this.” Without a change in expression, Stephen produced a small, exquisitely crafted box from his coat with a renowned jeweler’s sign carved delicately into the wood, a display of opulence that left the guests in awe. “Consider it a token of my acknowledgment,” he remarked in a tone devoid of warmth as he presented it to the hosts with a cold, detached air.

      

      Nicholas laughed heartily, taking the box with a theatrical bow. “Ah, Swinton, always one for subtlety. I’ll have to hire guards just to protect it.”

      

      The room buzzed with whispered admiration, but Penelope’s smile seemed strained as she accepted the gift alongside her husband, her discomfort palpable. Her gaze flitted to the Duke and then quickly averted as if his very presence sent a chill down her spine.

      

      Stephen’s attention shifted to Penelope, his gaze analytical and unfeeling. “Lady Fernside, I must express my gratitude not only for your invitation tonight, but for the joy you bring my dear friend.”

      

      Penelope managed a gracious smile, her composure faltering for a split second at such kind words from the icy Duke. “Thank you, Your Grace. Your gift is… extravagantly generous.”

      

      Stephen simply blinked as he turned away, dismissing her with a mere nod, his face still impassive. “Enjoy your evening.”

      

      As he moved through the grand ballroom, his aura of detachment seemed to cast a shadow over the merriment. Whispers and curious glances followed him, mingling with the music and laughter. And while the festivities continued, a chilling air of indifference lingered around the enigmatic figure in black, leaving a trail of unease and curiosity in his wake.

      

      Nicholas’s jovial tone turned inquisitive as he asked, “Swinton, where is your family? Are they not joining us tonight?”

      

      Stephen’s gaze remained distant, his deep voice devoid of emotion as he replied, “I have dispatched them to a remote seaside villa for a respite. I deemed it necessary for them to have a change of scenery.”

      

      “Necessary for them, or for your own sanity?” Nicholas raised an eyebrow, intrigued by the elaborate gesture. “A seaside villa, you say? You certainly spare no expense for their comfort.”

      

      Stephen nodded blandly, his tone almost dismissive. “One does what is necessary for the good of one’s family. They have written that they are quite enjoying the Spanish seaside.”

      

      “Spain?” Nicholas’s eyes went wide, realizing that it must have cost a small fortune to send the Dowager Duchess and Stephen’s two younger siblings to Spain for a seaside retreat.

      

      Stephen was as unmoved as ever, simply nodding in reply.

      

      Nicholas had been correct; as much as their extended trip was for his family’s benefit, it was equally for Stephen’s.

      

      It did Stephen good to be away from corralling and controlling and correcting them for a time, and focus his energy on managing the family’s other business interests and estate.

      

      His reverie was broken as Nicholas continued to engage him in conversation, curiosity dancing in his eyes. Stephen’s mask of detachment held firm, his thoughts a distant echo of his family’s dynamics.

      

      Nicholas, with a playful glint in his eyes, teased, “You’ve always been a man of few words, Stephen. But I have to admit, sending your family away for their well-being… that’s a sentiment I didn’t think you possessed.”

      

      Stephen’s face softened for the briefest moment, fleeting amusement flashing in his cool gaze. “Appearances can be deceiving, my friend.” As quickly as it had come, the flash of humanity in his cold face vanished again.

      

      The conversation shifted, but Stephen’s thoughts remained with his family, scattered across the remote seaside villa. A tangle of emotions stirred within him—duty, responsibility, and a hint of genuine concern.

      

      It was a reminder that, beneath the veneer of his calculated exterior, the ties that bound him to his family ran deep, a complex tapestry of relationships that defied easy definition. Their homecoming would be a welcome reunion, but Stephen could not help but wonder if he should dread their return.

      

      “Swinton, good man, are you deaf?” Nicholas laughed, finally pulling Stephen from his thoughts.

      

      “It would seem so,” Stephen replied, his expression unmoved, even as his friend laughed.

      

      “I was just saying, the Earl of Kendry was hinting at quite the investment opportunity—“ Nicholas began, but his aunt, Agnes, spoke over him with a snort.

      

      “Lord Kendry deals in textiles. Surely there are more appropriate business investments for a Hoskins. What about spices, or real estate?” Agnes frowned, narrowing her eyes at Stephen as if expecting him to object.

      

      The conversation ebbed as the anticipation of the delayed dinner filled the air. Nicholas and Penelope exchanged murmured conversations, their glances drifting toward the entrance with growing concern as their guests’ whispers grew impatient.

      

      “I wonder who could be so dreadfully late,” Agnes mused aloud, her tone a perfect blend of innocent impatience that only a master gossip of the ton was capable of. Her expression was that of a housecat swallowing a beloved pet canary.

      

      Stephen’s cool gaze swept over the assembled guests, assessing their reactions. Impatience and whispered conversations circulated, and his attention was drawn to Nicholas’s elderly aunt, whose eyes were alight with eagerness as she seized upon the delay to fuel her gossip.

      

      “Who could it be, arriving so late?” Alexander Charles Fox, the Viscount of Meadowcourt, whispered just a hair too loudly to his neighbor at the table, and winced as Agnes leaned in her seat to gossip with him.

      

      Stephen noticed other guests and relations beginning to chitter over the delay, and realized that it seemed the evening’s entertainment had begun before the meal for many of them.

      

      “I wonder what misfortune must have befallen our fellow guests to delay their arrival.” Agnes sighed, though her eyes were bright. “Perhaps their carriage horse has gone lame, or they were waylaid by highwaymen.”

      

      “Highwaymen! Aunt Agnes, banish the thought of such disaster befalling Penelope’s dearest friend and her family,” Nicholas admonished, and Stephen fixed his gaze on the older woman.

      

      Just as the tension threatened to settle in, the doors swung open, and a ripple of hushed murmurs swept through the room. The four eldest Gibbon siblings had finally arrived, their entrance commanding the attention of all present. Stephen’s gaze fixed upon them, his curiosity piqued to see who could dare hold up such an occasion.

      

      The Gibbons were well known among the gossips of the ton, and they seemed to somewhat relish the attention as they glided into the room. The two brothers gazed protectively around the room, flanking their sisters. The younger of the two wore a deep blue gown, seeming to play the part of night sky next to her older sister.

      

      The elder Gibbon sister, dressed in the pale yellow of a resplendent dawn, her posture exuding a proud confidence, locked eyes with Stephen. His usually unaffected heart betrayed him with a surge of desire in response to her unflinching stare.

      

      “It seems the Earl of Elbury will not be joining us,” Agnes muttered under her breath, shaking her head as if she could possibly be disappointed by this salacious morsel of gossip.

      

      Cold stares followed the Gibbon siblings as they walked through the room, a subtle undercurrent of tension trailing in their wake. The four siblings navigated the room artfully, with graceful smiles and polite greetings, except for the young woman dressed in yellow. She held Stephen’s gaze, her chin high, proud and confident. That pride stirred something long dormant within Stephen, and he realized that the warmth welling within him was not unlike the rising sun warming the stone of a statue.

      

      “It’s quite the snub for the Earl not to attend.”

      

      Even the anonymous whispers about the Earl’s absence could not mar her grace.

      

      Stephen forced himself to look away, observing the scene with detached interest, noting the varied reactions of the guests. The tension between social graces and unspoken judgments created an intricate dance of civility and curiosity.

      

      As the elder Gibbon sister met Stephen’s gaze once more, her proud brown eyes unyielding, he found himself drawn into the intensity of her stare. At that fleeting moment, the indifference that had always been his shield seemed to waver, and an unfamiliar spark of intrigue ignited within him.

      

      The enigmatic allure of the Gibbon siblings had captured the attention of the room, and in that instant, Stephen’s world shifted, and he began to perceive the evening’s proceedings with an unexpected sense of anticipation.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Felicity delicately sipped from her well-filled goblet, her gaze sweeping over the elegantly adorned table as laughter and chatter filled the air. She turned her attention to Penelope, who sat beside her, a vision of grace in her green gown.

      

      “Penelope, dear, you simply must regale me with tales of your honeymoon,” Felicity said with an enthusiastic smile, her brown eyes twinkling with curiosity and longing for the romance and freedom of such an excursion.

      

      Being responsible for her family made such daydreams feel far out of her reach, but it brought her joy to see her dearest friend blossoming.

      

      Penelope’s eyes lit up, and a fond smile played on her lips. “Oh, Felicity, it was positively enchanting. Nicholas took me to the French countryside, and we spent the most idyllic days exploring charming villages and savoring exquisite wines.”

      

      Felicity leaned in, her voice lowered conspiratorially. “And, pray tell, what romance did you find among the vineyards and moonlit gardens?”

      

      Penelope chuckled softly, her cheeks tinged with a rosy hue. “Alas, our days were quite tame, I’m afraid. But I did catch a few knowing glances from some of the village folk, as if they had their own secrets to share.”

      

      Their laughter mingled with the soft strains of music, and Felicity’s gaze momentarily wandered across the room, landing on a figure who seemed to stand apart from the lively crowd. His green eyes burned bright in his otherwise icy face.

      

      “Speaking of secrets,” Felicity began, her tone more hushed. “Have you noticed the enigmatic, stony-faced gentleman who’s been watching me?”

      

      Penelope followed Felicity’s gaze discreetly, her curiosity piqued. “Ah, the one with the piercing gaze and the air of aloofness?” she asked, far too innocently.

      

      Felicity nodded, a faint blush coloring her cheeks. “The very same. He has been staring at me since I arrived. At first, I believed it to be due to our delayed arrival, though the moment for that has long since passed.”

      

      She hesitated for a beat, then leaned in to whisper to Penelope even as she continued to hold the man’s green gaze from across the room, “I confess, his persistent attention has me rather intrigued, though I can’t fathom his reasons.”

      

      A mischievous glint danced in Penelope’s eyes as she leaned closer. “Well, my dear, if you’re so intrigued, I could always introduce you. You never know, he might have a perfectly reasonable explanation for his rather intense observation.”

      

      Felicity’s heart skipped a beat, her curiosity piqued by Penelope’s suggestion, and she wondered what mischief her dear friend was up to, not naming the man immediately. She feigned nonchalance, though a playful smile tugged at her lips. “Oh, Penelope, you always find a way to stir my curiosity, don’t you?”

      

      Penelope leaned back with a knowing smile as she surveyed her extroverted friend, her tone light and already knowing the answer. “Consider it a challenge, then. If you dare, I can introduce you to our mysterious guest before the evening is through.”

      

      Felicity’s gaze met Penelope’s with a mix of intrigue and playfulness. “Well, Penelope, I suppose I wouldn’t want to back down from a challenge. Introduce me, and let us see if his intentions are as inscrutable as his impressively cold countenance.”

      

      As the night continued to unfold, Felicity’s heart raced with anticipation, the prospect of encountering the enigmatic stranger adding an undercurrent of excitement to the grand affair.

      

      Penelope took Felicity on a torturously slow tour around the room, making introductions. Felicity only tolerated the mischief because fostering any possible connections was in the best interest of her family, and even now, she held their needs closer to her heart than her own.

      

      The promise of a new mysterious connection, however fleeting or inconsequential, wove a thread of intrigue through the evening’s festivities that lifted her spirits and served as an escape from her duties, and she found herself eagerly anticipating the moment when her path might cross with that of the enigmatic gentleman.

      

      “Penelope, my mysterious gentleman nearly frowned to see us divert again,” Felicity whispered to her friend, who hid a giggle with her fan.

      

      “I assure you, he is quite incapable of moving his face at all,” Penelope replied, though she finally corrected her course to lead them both to where that mysterious gentleman stood, truly statuesque.

      

      Penelope, ever the matchmaker at heart, finally led Felicity toward the man standing slightly apart from the lively crowd. Felicity’s heart quickened, her pulse a steady thrum of anticipation as her gaze met that of the enigmatic gentleman.

      

      “Allow me to introduce you to Stephen Norman, the Duke of Swinton,” Penelope announced with a playful twinkle in her eye. “Your Grace, may I present my dearest friend, Lady Felicity Gibbon.”

      

      Felicity inclined her head in a polite nod, her voice laced with intrigue as she addressed the stoic figure before her, concealing her surprise. “Your Grace, it is a pleasure to make your acquaintance.”

      

      She had heard whispers about the cold, mysterious Duke, as had everyone in the ton.

      

      Stephen’s gaze held hers, his green eyes cool and unyielding as he surveyed her detachedly. “Lady… Gibbon, wasn’t it?”

      

      Felicity’s lips curved into a graceful smile, her own countenance mirroring his deadpan demeanor. “Indeed, you have an impeccable memory, Your Grace.”

      

      Penelope stepped back, a knowing glint in her eyes as she left them to converse. “I fear I must attend to other guests. I shall leave you two to your introductions. Enjoy.”

      

      As the soft strains of music drifted through the air, Stephen’s broad shoulders shifted imperceptibly, a sign that he was engaged in the conversation, even if his expression remained unchanged.

      

      “Felicity is an interesting name,” Stephen began, his voice a deep, steady cadence that sent a shiver down Felicity’s spine. “One that evokes the freshness of dawn, much like the color of your gown.”

      

      Felicity blinked, momentarily taken aback by his unexpected observation. “You have quite a poetic sensibility, Your Grace.”

      

      Stephen’s expression still did not change as he surveyed her over a slow sip of his wine. “One must find amusement in the world, Lady Felicity. The greatest diversion is often the art we choose to surround ourselves with… be it gowns, or humor.”

      

      Felicity chuckled, a musical sound that seemed to lighten the weight of the room. “Ah, so you’re a believer in the art of subtlety and hidden mirth.”

      

      “Indeed,” Stephen replied, his tone tinged with dry amusement. “After all, what is life without a touch of mystery?”

      

      Felicity’s brown eyes danced with a mixture of curiosity and amusement. “And here I was, thinking I was the only one who relished in unraveling enigmas.”

      

      Stephen’s gaze held steady, the green depths of his eyes seeming to pierce through the layers of her composure. “Ah, but Lady Felicity, perhaps we are both enigmas, navigating a world of masked intentions.”

      

      A flush crept onto Felicity’s cheeks, her heartbeat quickening at the intensity of his gaze. “Touché, Your Grace. You certainly have a way with words.”

      

      Stephen’s expression still did not change, and Felicity found herself wondering how much of his own words he believed, to speak them so detachedly. “As do you, Lady Felicity.”

      

      In spite of his distant demeanor, Stephen’s voice, rich and smooth as the finest brandy, purred across the space between them. “Lady Felicity, I must admit, your wit rivals the sparkle of the chandeliers above.”

      

      Felicity’s laughter, a melodious trill, danced on the air. “And yours could coax a smile from even the most stoic of statues.”

      

      A glint of amusement flashed in his green eyes, a fleeting glimpse of a connection that ran deeper than words. “Ah, but I assure you, Lady Felicity, I am no statue. I’m merely a man.”

      

      “Every statue, every story, even the constellations written in the sky all begin with merely a man,” Felicity retorted easily.

      

      “The constellations?” Stephen tilted his head ever so slightly to the right. “Are you familiar with many of them?” His gaze flickered to the star necklace resting in the hollow at the base of her throat, and she raised a hand to touch it seemingly without realizing.

      

      “Of course. Have you never looked at the sky to see Cygnus soaring through the heavens? Or Aquila in flight?” Felicity sighed.

      

      She had spent many lonely nights seeking solace on the grounds of her father’s estate, familiarizing herself with the stars, repeating the stories her mother had told her long ago.

      

      “I must say, your knowledge of the stars rivals that of the astronomers themselves,” Stephen commented, a note of genuine intrigue lacing his words.

      

      Felicity’s eyes sparkled, her own interest piqued by his observation. “Why, Your Grace, one cannot help but be captivated by the mysteries of the universe. The stars, much like people, hide their secrets until the right observer comes along.”

      

      Stephen nodded once, a shared recognition that their conversation was merely a tapestry woven with threads of polite flirtation. “Ah, then perhaps you believe in fate, Lady Felicity, that the paths of certain observers are destined to cross.”

      

      Felicity’s heart skipped a beat, the truth in his words echoing in the depths of her own thoughts. “Perhaps, Your Grace. Though I must admit, the concept of fate has always been a tantalizing enigma.”

      

      Their eyes locked, a charged silence passing between them, the energy in the air crackling like a hidden current beneath calm waters.

      

      “You have a way of seeing beyond the surface, Lady Felicity,” Stephen murmured, his voice a low, intimate whisper that seemed to bridge the distance between them.

      

      Felicity’s breath hitched, her cheeks flushed as she realized the layers of meaning in his words. “And you seem to be a master at concealing what lies beneath.”

      

      Felicity could not help but be captivated by the nuances of Stephen’s presence. His broad shoulders and commanding posture exuded an air of undeniable authority, and his dark hair seemed to catch the flickering candlelight, casting a shadow that added to his mystique.

      

      Her gaze lingered on the cut of his jacket, the fine fabric molding to his form in a way that made her pulse quicken. She found herself drawn to his green eyes, eyes that held secrets and depths she longed to explore.

      

      Their repartee flowed effortlessly until Stephen’s words veered into more treacherous waters.

      

      Expression still unmoved, he commented, “It seems your family has taken quite a… unique approach to social gatherings.”

      

      Felicity’s mirthful expression faltered for a moment, a spark of irritation flickering in her eyes. She straightened, her voice cool but controlled. “My family is unconventional, yes, but they possess a charm that cannot be easily dismissed.”

      

      Stephen’s face held no judgement, nor condemnation, nor… anything, but his green eyes never left hers. “Charm, indeed. Though it appears your sister has indulged in more than her fair share of spirits.”

      

      Felicity’s gaze darted toward the other end of the room, her heart sinking as she saw Deborah’s flushed cheeks and animated gestures. “Ah, well, it seems the excitement of the evening got the better of her.”

      

      The blush beginning to creep into Felicity’s cheeks only added to her distress, though she concealed it well.

      

      Stephen’s tone remained teasingly aloof. “One must be cautious when allowing enthusiasm to override propriety.”

      

      Felicity’s irritation flared, her retort swift and laced with challenge. “Perhaps, Your Grace, some of us prefer a touch of spontaneity over the stifling constraints of societal expectations.”

      

      Stephen’s gaze never faltered, in spite of her harsh tone. “A commendable sentiment, Lady Felicity. Though I fear it does little to quell the raised eyebrows and hushed whispers.”

      

      Felicity’s lips pressed into a thin line, her frustration mingling with a hint of grudging admiration. “You have an answer for everything, don’t you?”

      

      “Only when posed with a question,” Stephen replied, with what Felicity realized was the most deadpan humor she had ever experienced.

      

      In fact, perhaps she had been mistaken. Was this man capable of humor at all?

      

      Their exchange paused briefly as a burst of laughter erupted from across the room. Felicity turned around, only to spot her younger siblings, her annoyance momentarily forgotten as she took in the scene.

      

      Ian and Philip, their roguish charm on full display, were deep in animated conversation with a group of ladies, their rakish smiles drawing both amusement and disapproval from the surrounding guests. Ian’s friend, Gregory Pinkton, stood close beside him as the trio entertained the young women.

      

      Deborah, her cheeks now flushed a bright crimson, was engaged in an animated discussion of her own, her gestures grandiose and her laughter infectious. Felicity could not help but shake her head, a mixture of fond exasperation and concern welling within her.

      

      Stephen’s voice broke through her reverie, his tone unexpectedly soft as he observed, “It seems your family, for all their idiosyncrasies, possess a genuine warmth.”

      

      Felicity turned her gaze back to him, her heart fluttering at the sincerity in his eyes. “Yes, they are… unique, but they are mine. And they managed to accompany me tonight. What about your family?”

      

      Stephen’s face was still unmoved, his gaze lingering on her. “What a charming declaration that is, Lady Felicity. My family is staying at our seaside villa, to allow me to focus on the duties of our estate.”

      

      Their exchange lingered in the air, the tension between them palpable even as the room continued to swirl with activity. Felicity’s frustration with Stephen’s unflappable demeanor grew, her attempts to provoke a reaction falling flat. It was a vexing realization, one that left her feeling simultaneously intrigued and exasperated.

      

      Felicity found herself feeling increasingly overwhelmed by the whirlwind of vexation and other emotions that Stephen had stirred within her. The din of laughter and conversation around her seemed to blur into a distant hum, and she felt a need to escape the stifling atmosphere of the party. Excusing herself with a polite smile, she gracefully slipped away from the crowd.

      

      The cool evening air greeted her as she stepped out onto a secluded balcony, her breaths coming in, steadying and reassuring. Leaning against the ornate railing, she closed her eyes and focused on regaining her composure, the weight of the evening’s interactions still tingling on her skin.

      

      “You seem to have found sanctuary out here.”

      

      Felicity’s eyes shot open, and her heart skipped a beat as she turned to find Stephen leaning casually against the balcony doorway, his gaze fixed on her with an intensity that sent a shiver down her spine.

      

      “Yes, here among the stars. I do not believe I need a chaperone to be alone with Hercules.” Felicity gestured to the sky above her.

      

      “I did not mean to intrude,” Stephen continued, his tone measured.

      

      Felicity’s lips curved into a half-smile, a mixture of surprise and amusement coloring her features. “I suppose I should have known that even the balcony is not immune to your presence, Your Grace.”

      

      Stephen gave a slight nod, a subtle acknowledgment of her jab. “It appears we have a tendency to find ourselves in the same corners of the world.”

      

      “So, you must navigate by the stars as well.” Felicity glanced out into the night, the moon casting a silvery glow over the garden below. “Perhaps it is simply fate’s way of reminding us that we are not so different, after all.”

      

      Stephen’s gaze remained fixed on her, his green eyes seeming to hold a wealth of unspoken thoughts. “Lady Felicity, I have been told that I possess a talent for unearthing hidden truths. And yet, when it comes to you, I find myself intrigued by the mysteries that remain.”

      

      Felicity’s breath caught in her throat, her heart racing as his words hung in the air. She met his gaze with a mixture of vulnerability and curiosity. “I am hardly a mystery. What truths do you seek to unearth, Your Grace? I am an open book, or perhaps a map of the night sky, to be perused at will.”

      

      Stephen’s voice was a low murmur that seemed to shrink the gap between them. “The truth behind the enigmatic allure of the woman who challenges me like no other.”

      

      The weight of his words settled over them, the tension between them growing almost tangible as he took a step closer. “I have never been lured from a party to seek the company of the constellations, but I found your enthusiasm compelling.”

      

      Felicity’s heartbeat quickened, and her breath seemed to catch as she felt the pull of the unspoken connection that had been simmering between them all evening.

      

      The starlight painted an otherworldly sheen across the balcony, casting an aura of intimacy over Felicity and the Duke. Stephen’s words lingered in the air, a fragile bridge that seemed to span the gap between them. Felicity’s heart thudded in her chest, torn between the electric current of their connection and the vulnerability of allowing herself to be seen.

      

      Felicity drew a steadying breath, her voice soft but steady. “And what if the truth of the enigmatic woman you seek is a reflection of the truths you hide?”

      

      Stephen held her gaze, the tension between them thickening. “Then perhaps we are engaged in a delicate dance of mirrors, each revealing glimpses of the other’s depths.”

      

      Felicity’s lips curved into a wistful smile. “A dance that requires careful steps and a willingness to venture into the unknown, the void between the stars.”

      

      For a moment, the weight of their shared understanding seemed to hang between them, and then, unexpectedly, Stephen’s expression softened. “Lady Felicity, I followed you out here not to exacerbate our banter, but to offer an apology. My remarks about your family were thoughtless, and I wish to rectify my insensitivity.”

      

      Felicity’s surprise was evident in her eyes, and a cautious but genuine smile played on her lips. “Apology accepted, Your Grace. It takes a strong man to admit his mistakes.”

      

      A fragile truce settled between them, a tentative alliance formed in the midst of their banter. Stephen’s face remained impassive, but his gaze held a mixture of respect and appreciation, and Felicity found herself feeling oddly at ease in his presence.

      

      “And now,” Felicity continued, her tone laced with mischief, “we find ourselves on the balcony, having shared apologies and musings on truth. It seems only fitting that we should continue our conversation in a lighter vein.”

      

      Stephen arched an eyebrow, the most emotion he had shown all evening. “And what vein shall we pursue, Lady Felicity?”

      

      Felicity’s grin was bright, her eyes alight with playful energy. “Well, I have always believed that the quickest way to lighten the mood is through laughter.”

      

      Stephen’s tone was dry as ever. “Ah, Lady Felicity, you have a unique talent for turning even the most serious of discussions into a lighthearted affair.”

      

      “Then, Your Grace, you must address me by my proper title—the Duchess of Laughter,” Felicity quipped, her eyes dancing with mirth.

      

      The laugh she elicited from Stephen was a sound that seemed to echo through the balcony and into the universe itself. Her heart swelled with a sense of accomplishment, the knowledge that she had managed to elicit such a rare response from the usually stoic Duke of Swinton.

      

      And just as the realization struck Felicity that she was alone with the Duke, the door to the balcony swung open.

      

      A gasp cut through the air, and Felicity’s heart sank as she turned to see Nicholas’s elderly aunt, Agnes, standing in the doorway, a triumphant glint in her eyes and a knowing smile on her lips.

      

      The unexpected interruption left Felicity and Stephen frozen in place, their newfound camaraderie and the secrets they had shared with each other laid bare before the perceptive gaze of Agnes.

      

      The air seemed to thicken as Agnes’s eyes widened in wicked delight at the scene before her. Felicity’s heart raced, her cheeks flushed with embarrassment, and her mind raced to come up with a plausible explanation, but she was rooted to the spot.

      

      Before she could utter a word, Stephen stepped forward. “Lady Sunderley,” he began, his tone carrying a measured authority that seemed to cut through the tension. “I must implore your discretion and understanding in this matter. What you have stumbled upon is not as it may appear.”

      

      His face was confident and stoic, though Felicity noticed his green gaze flicker to her, subtly checking on her.

      

      Agnes’s lips trembled slightly, her eyes darting between Stephen and Felicity. Her voice quavered as she responded, “But, Your Grace, it is quite clear that you and Lady Felicity were… engaged in an intimate conversation.”

      

      The old gossip was practically trembling in excitement at being the one to discover the Duke of Swinton’s perceived scandal.

      

      Stephen’s gaze held an unwavering resolve, his voice unyielding. “Appearances, Lady Sunderley, can often be deceiving. Lady Felicity and I were merely discussing matters of mutual interest—matters that do not warrant unfounded speculation.”

      

      Agnes seemed to be taken aback by Stephen’s firmness, her usually indomitable demeanor wavering under his gaze. “But, Your Grace, I cannot simply ignore what I have witnessed.”

      

      Stephen’s gaze remained fixed on Agnes, his voice taking on a tone that brooked no argument. “You can, and you will. I insist that you exercise your discretion in this matter. Lady Felicity’s reputation is at stake, and I trust that you, as a woman of wisdom and experience, understand the importance of preserving that.”

      

      Agnes seemed to shudder under the weight of his authority, her resolve weakening but not yet conceding. “Your Grace, I… I must consider the implications of—"

      

      “Aunt Agnes!”

      

      The voice was like a sudden burst of clarity in the tense atmosphere. Both Stephen and Agnes turned around to see Penelope standing at the threshold of the balcony, her expression a mix of confusion and concern.

      

      Felicity’s heart sank even further as Penelope’s eyes flicked between the three of them, her gaze finally settling on the uneasy tableau before her.

      

      It was clear that Penelope had pieced together the situation, and Felicity could only imagine the thoughts racing through her friend’s head.

      

      “Lady Fernside,” Stephen said with a carefully measured, calm tone, his posture unwavering as he reminded Agnes that she was now outranked by two parties who preferred her to forget her discovery of the pair on the balcony. “We find ourselves in a situation that requires discretion. There is a misunderstanding that we are working to rectify, and  would appreciate privacy.”

      

      Penelope’s eyes flitted between Stephen, Agnes, and Felicity. She seemed torn between her loyalty to Felicity and her respect for Stephen’s authority. “What is the nature of this misunderstanding?”

      

      Felicity’s voice quivered as she stepped forward, her cheeks still flushed with shame. “Penelope, I assure you, there is a simple explanation for this. His Grace and I were engaged in a conversation, nothing more.”

      

      Stephen’s gaze held a depth of meaning that Felicity could not quite decipher, his tone low and earnest as he added, “And I trust that our conversation will remain private, as should all matters that are attended to with discretion.”

      

      Penelope’s eyes darted between Stephen, Felicity, and Agnes, her distress palpable. “Aunt Agnes, please, you must understand. Felicity and His Grace were simply talking. There is no need to jump to such drastic conclusions.”

      

      Agnes’s gaze remained firm, her voice carrying an air of stern authority. “Penelope, my dear, it is not for us to determine the nature of their conversation. The situation is dire—"

      

      “But it is not what you think,” Penelope interjected, her voice tinged with desperation. “There is no impropriety here. You must believe them—believe me.”

      

      Stephen’s voice was measured as he stepped forward, his cold gaze steady on Agnes. “Indeed, Lady Fernside speaks the truth. There is no reason for unnecessary speculation.”

      

      Agnes’s expression softened only slightly, her skepticism still evident. “Even if that is the case, Your Grace, the damage has been done. Lady Felicity’s reputation is ruined, and you are to blame.”

      

      Felicity felt a pang of frustration. How had their private conversation escalated into this? She stepped forward, her voice determined. “Lady Sunderley, I implore you to listen. There is no scandal here. His Grace and I—"

      

      Agnes raised a hand, cutting her off. “Enough, Lady Felicity. It is clear that the only course of action is for you and His Grace to marry.”

      

      Penelope’s eyes widened in shock, her voice tinged with disbelief. “Marry? Aunt Agnes, surely that is an extreme solution.”

      

      Agnes’s gaze remained unyielding. “Extreme times call for extreme measures, Penelope. Lady Felicity’s reputation is irreparably tarnished, and the only way to salvage it is through marriage.”

      

      Stephen’s voice was calm but firm. “Lady Sunderley, I must object. It is not fair to Lady Felicity or myself to be forced into such a union based on a misunderstanding.”

      

      Agnes’s gaze bore into Stephen’s, her voice unwavering. “Your Grace, it is not a matter of fairness. It is a matter of propriety. Lady Felicity ’s future hangs in the balance, and it is your duty to rectify the situation.”

      

      Felicity’s heart raced, her mind a whirlwind of conflicting emotions. She opened her mouth to protest, to argue against the injustice of this forced arrangement, but Agnes’s stern gaze silenced her.

      

      “Lady Felicity, you have been compromised, and there is only one way to restore your place in Society. His Grace’s proposal is the only viable option,” Agnes reiterated, her gaze disapproving even as the corners of her mouth fought to curl into a nasty smile.

      

      Penelope’s eyes filled with sympathy, and she turned to Felicity, her voice a whisper. “Felicity, perhaps—"

      

      Felicity’s voice wavered, a mix of frustration and resignation in her words. “No, Penelope. This cannot be the solution.”

      

      Agnes’s expression hardened further, no longer able to keep the smirk from her lips. “It is the only solution, Lady Felicity. You have no choice.”

      

      She would have the most salacious news to break to the ton.

      

      As the weight of Agnes’s words settled over them, Felicity felt her world tilt on its axis. The room seemed to close in around her, her breaths coming in shallow bursts.

      

      Marry the cold Duke of Swinton? The idea was as unthinkable as it was unjust.

      

      She cast a desperate glance at Penelope, seeking solace in her friend’s eyes, but it was clear that even Penelope’s pleas had fallen on deaf ears.

      

      Felicity’s heart sank as she realized that Agnes was unmovable in her resolve. The room seemed to spin around her, and as the realization of her predicament settled over her, she felt a wave of helplessness wash over her. The words hung in the air, heavy and inescapable—marry the Duke to salvage her reputation.

      

      The world around Felicity seemed to blur as the tension on the balcony reached its peak. The weight of Agnes’s stalwart insistence pressed upon her, leaving her feeling trapped and cornered. She cast a final, pleading look at Penelope, searching for any glimmer of hope, before her gaze met Stephen’s. At that moment, their eyes locked, and she felt a sense of resignation settle over her, chilling her to the bone.

      

      Stephen’s voice sliced through the tension, his tone icy and authoritative. “Lady Sunderley, in your demands for our marriage, do you dare to dictate to the Duke of Swinton?”

      

      Agnes seemed taken aback by the sheer force of Stephen’s demeanor, her expression a mix of surprise and reluctant respect. She paused for a moment, considering her response carefully, before finally speaking, her tone laced with disapproval.

      

      “Your Grace, while I may not agree with the circumstances, I understand the weight of tradition and propriety. I will take my leave now, but know that my concern for Lady Felicity’s well-being is genuine.” Her smile was devoid of any kindness as she bobbed a curtsey and vanished back into the party.

      

      The tension in the balcony seemed to dissipate slightly with her exit, leaving Stephen and Felicity with Penelope as their chaperone.

      

      The Duke turned to Felicity , his expression softening as he began, “Lady Felicity, I—"

      

      Felicity’s gaze shifted to Penelope, her voice hurried as she interrupted him. “Penelope, I must leave this party immediately.”

      

      Penelope’s eyes widened in surprise, her concern evident. “Felicity, are you—"

      

      “I must go, Penelope,” Felicity insisted, her tone urgent. “Please understand.”

      

      Stephen’s gaze reflected a muted mixture of understanding and regret, his voice gentle as he said, “Lady Felicity, allow me to—"

      

      Felicity’s gaze met his briefly, her eyes holding a mixture of emotions that she could not quite put into words. “No, Your Grace. I appreciate your concern, but this is something I must do on my own.”

      

      Without waiting for a response, Felicity turned on her heel and hurriedly made her way off the balcony, her heart pounding in her chest. She could feel the weight of Stephen’s gaze on the back of her head as she fled, but she could not bear to face him at that moment.

      

      Penelope reached out, her hand brushing Felicity’s arm. “Felicity, are you sure—"

      

      Felicity’s voice was shaky but determined. “Just know that I need some time to gather my thoughts. I will be perfectly all right, as always.” She forced a smile for her friend as they swept back into the party to gather her siblings.

      

      Penelope’s concern was evident, but she nodded in reluctant understanding. “Very well, Felicity. But promise me you’ll be all right.”

      

      Felicity nodded resolutely, her gratitude for Penelope’s unwavering support shining through. “I promise.”

      

      With those words, Felicity turned away from Penelope, her heart heavy with a mixture of emotions. As she made her way through the bustling party, collecting her siblings along the way, she could not help but wonder what the future held for her now, how her life had taken such an unexpected turn.

      

      And as she disappeared into the crowd, leaving behind a bewildered Penelope and a contemplative Stephen, she positively trembled with the feeling that her world had been irrevocably altered, that the path ahead was uncertain and fraught with challenges she could not yet comprehend.
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      The night air was cool and crisp as Felicity led her younger siblings back into their home after a quiet carriage ride.

      

      Deborah had spent the journey giggling at all of Ian’s slurred jokes, and though Philip had swayed with more than just the motion of the carriage, his eyes had been fixed on Felicity with an intensity she pretended not to notice.

      

      The soft glow of lanterns illuminated their path, casting a warm ambiance against the dark canvas of the night. As they entered their modest abode, the cheerful chatter from earlier had given way to a hushed solemnity.

      

      Inside, the house exuded an air of stillness, a testament to the late hour. The embers in the fireplace cast a soft, flickering light that painted shadows across the room. The furniture seemed to rest in quiet repose, waiting for the dawn to bring life back to the household.

      

      Deborah stifled a yawn, her steps dragging as she murmured, “I think I shall retire, Felicity.”

      

      Felicity smiled gently, brushing a strand of hair away from her sister’s forehead. “Of course, dear. Rest well.”

      

      Deborah shuffled off to her room, her steps growing fainter as she disappeared down the hallway, Ian following silently behind her, already half asleep on his feet.

      

      Philip, his eyes a mirror of concern, lingered in the doorway. “Felicity,” he asked, his voice soft but perceptibly earnest, "is everything truly all right?”

      

      Felicity turned to him, her expression a mixture of weariness and gratitude. “It has been quite the evening, Philip. But worry not, I shall manage.”

      

      Philip’s gaze held hers for a moment longer, his understanding unspoken but deeply felt. “If you ever wish to talk, you know I’m here.”

      

      Her heart warmed at his sincerity, and she nodded appreciatively. “Thank you, Philip. Now, off to bed with you. We have a busy day ahead.”

      

      Philip gave a half-smile as Felicity turned and, with a sigh, made her way to the closed door of their father’s study, her heart heavy with a mixture of emotions.

      

      Pushing the door open, Felicity was greeted by the sight of her father slumbering in his chair. The quilt she had draped over him before leaving was now slightly askew, though his form was still cocooned within its warmth. She approached him quietly, her gaze softening as she brushed a strand of brown hair, streaked with silver, away from his forehead.

      

      “Father,” Felicity whispered, her voice a tender murmur, “you should be in bed.”

      

      There was no response, and Felicity sighed softly. She adjusted the quilt, tucking it around him more snugly, her fingers lingering against his cheek for a moment before she turned to leave.

      

      As she stepped out of the study, her heart heavy with a mixture of love and concern, she was taken aback by the sight of Philip waiting just outside the door.

      

      “Felicity,” he said softly, his eyes searching hers, “there’s more to this, isn’t there? I can tell when something is troubling you.”

      

      Felicity gave him a tired smile. “You have always been an astute observer, Philip. I am lucky to have such a caring and concerned brother.”

      

      “Felicity, what’s wrong?” Philip’s voice was filled with concern as he stepped closer, his eyes searching hers.

      

      Felicity took a deep breath, her voice trembling slightly as she confessed, “It’s a complicated situation, Philip. At the party tonight, there was a misunderstanding, and Penelope’s aunt—"

      

      “Agnes?” Philip’s voice rose with incredulity. “You’re telling me your utter distress this evening is Agnes’s doing?”

      

      Felicity nodded, her expression apologetic. “Yes. She misinterpreted a private conversation between me and the Duke of Swinton. She jumped to conclusions and insisted that the only way to salvage my reputation is through marriage to him.”

      

      Philip’s outrage was palpable, his voice filled with incredulous anger. “Marriage? Are you out of your mind, Felicity?”

      

      “No, Philip, please listen,” Felicity implored. “It’s not as simple as it sounds. I tried to assure her that everything would remain discrete, that we could manage this without any scandal.”

      

      Philip’s scoff was laden with frustration. “You’re being naive, Felicity. Do you not know what an incorrigible gossip Agnes is? The ton whispers about her penchant for spreading rumors and secrets, half of which are her own inventions.”

      

      “But I believe her when she says she’ll keep it private,” Felicity insisted, her voice tinged with desperation.

      

      Philip’s gaze bore into her, his eyes filled with a mix of disappointment and anger. “You’re putting far too much trust in her, Felicity. This is carelessness, throwing away all our hard work to keep our father’s troubles hidden. Do you not realize the consequences this could have for all of us? For our sisters, as they seek their own matches?”

      

      Felicity felt her heart sink under the weight of Philip’s words, her own frustration and guilt bubbling to the surface. “I understand the risks, Philip. But what choice do we have now? The damage is done, and we must find a way to navigate this.”

      

      Philip’s expression remained unyielding, his voice stern. “You should have been more cautious, Felicity. Our father’s reputation, our family’s standing—everything we’ve worked so hard to protect—it’s all in jeopardy now.”

      

      Felicity’s heart clenched at the harshness in his words, her own frustration and exhaustion bubbling to the surface. The sacrifices she had made over the years to keep their family afloat suddenly felt like a burden she could no longer bear, and she could feel her temper flaring.

      

      “Do you think I haven’t considered that, Philip? Do you think I’ve been careless?”

      

      Philip’s jaw tightened, his eyes narrowing as he retorted, “I think you’ve been blinded by your own naiveté, Felicity. You trust the ton gossip Lady Sunderley too much, and now we will all pay the price.”

      

      Felicity’s cheeks flushed with a mixture of anger and hurt, her voice tinged with sarcasm. “Oh, forgive me, Philip, for not being as astute and cautious as you are. Forgive me for taking a moment to stargaze alone on the balcony, to be joined, uninvited, by a careless duke who followed me.”

      

      Philip’s frustration was palpable, his voice rising as he shot back, “This isn’t a matter of astuteness, Felicity. It’s a matter of protecting what’s left of our family’s dignity.”

      

      The room seemed to crackle with tension, their voices echoing in the air like cracks of thunder following lightning strikes. Felicity’s fists clenched at her sides, her voice trembling with a mix of defiance and exhaustion.

      

      “You have no idea what it’s been like, Philip. To give up everything I wanted, to put my own life on hold, just to keep this family from falling apart,” she hissed.

      

      Philip’s expression faltered for a moment, a hint of regret flashing in his eyes, but his resolve remained steadfast. “And yet, here we are, on the brink of ruin because of one ill-conceived conversation.”

      

      The silence that followed was heavy, suffocating, as their words hung in the air like a bitter fog. Felicity’s breaths were ragged, her heart pounding in her chest, her anger and hurt mingling into a potent mixture that threatened to consume her.

      

      Finally, unable to bear the weight of the argument any longer, Felicity turned away, her voice cold and distant. “Goodnight, Philip.”

      

      Philip stood there for a moment, his jaw clenched, and did not reply, letting the silence hang heavy.

      

      With that, they both stormed off to their respective rooms, the distance between them now more than just physical. The door to Felicity’s room closed with a resounding thud, leaving behind an echo of unresolved tension and unspoken regrets.

      

      The night air grew still, the embers in the fireplace casting long shadows across the walls. In the darkness, both siblings lay awake, their minds racing with thoughts of the argument that had torn through their familial bond.

      

      And as the hours ticked by, the rift between them a palpable reminder of the harsh reality they faced and the uncertainty that loomed on the horizon, Felicity let the quiet tears come and ease her to sleep.
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        * * *

      

      The morning sun cast a soft golden glow over the household as the smell of breakfast wafted through the air. At the dining table, the strained silence between Felicity and Philip was palpable, their exchanged glances filled with tumultuous tension. Ian and Deborah exchanged worried looks, both acutely aware that all was not well, but with no clue as to why.

      

      Exchanging a subtle nod, Ian and Deborah resolved to get to the bottom of the matter and do what they could to repair things for the older siblings that had always cared for them so well.

      

      Ian cleared his throat, his voice overly cheerful as he addressed the room. “So, Felicity, I was thinking—"

      

      Felicity’s gaze flicked up, her expression guarded as she cut him off, “I’m not in the mood for one of your pranks or jests, Ian.”

      

      Ian’s eyes widened, a flash of surprise crossing his features before he let out a hearty laugh. “Well, you’re not wrong about my love for jests, but this time I was being serious.”

      

      Felicity raised an eyebrow, her curiosity piqued in spite of herself. “Serious? Ian, you jest so often, I was unaware you knew the meaning of the word.”

      

      Deborah chimed in, her voice laced with a playful tone, “Felicity does have a point, Ian. You’ve cried wolf one too many times.”

      

      Ian feigned offense, placing a hand over his heart dramatically. “My dearest sisters, do you truly doubt my intentions?”

      

      Felicity’s lips twitched in a reluctant smile, her guard momentarily lowered. “All right, Ian. I’ll bite. What is it you’re being “serious” about?”

      

      Ian’s grin widened, his eyes sparkling mischievously. “I thought you might want to join me in the stables this morning.”

      

      Felicity blinked in surprise, her skepticism giving way to curiosity. “The stables? Why on earth would I want to join you in the stables?”

      

      Ian’s tone was mockingly innocent. “Oh, I don’t know, perhaps to help muck them out? It’s a wonderful bonding activity, you see.”

      

      Felicity’s eyes narrowed, suspicion coloring her voice. “You’re up to something, Ian.”

      

      Ian raised his hands in mock surrender, his grin unwavering. “I swear, Felicity, no tricks or pranks. Just a genuine offer for some quality sibling bonding time. When was the last time we shared each other’s company?”

      

      Deborah nodded in agreement, her eyes dancing with amusement. “He’s telling the truth, Felicity. I’ve seen the stables, and they could use some attention.”

      

      Felicity regarded her younger siblings for a moment, her heart softening at the earnestness in their expressions. For years, she had shouldered the weight of their family’s troubles alone, and at that moment, she realized that her siblings were trying to reach out, to offer their support in their own unique ways.

      

      With a sigh, she relented, her voice tinged with reluctant amusement. “Fine, Ian. I’ll help you muck out the stables.”

      

      Ian’s grin widened, and he exchanged a triumphant glance with Deborah. “Excellent! I shall be glad to have you by my side, as misery truly does love company.”

      

      As they finished their breakfast, the tension that had lingered in the air seemed to dissipate slightly, replaced by a sense of camaraderie and the promise of a shared activity. The siblings left the table, each with a renewed sense of purpose.
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        * * *

      

      Later that morning, Felicity found herself in the stables, armed with a pitchfork and a newfound determination. As she worked alongside Ian, their laughter echoed in the air, filling the space with a warmth that had been absent for too long.

      

      Ian glanced at her, his brown eyes sincere as he said, “You know, Felicity, I may be known for my jests and jokes, but I do appreciate everything you’ve done for us. You’ve held this family together, and it’s time we helped lighten your load in return, when we can.”

      

      Felicity met his gaze, her heart swelling with gratitude. “Thank you, Ian. I’ve always done what I thought was best for all of you.”

      

      Ian’s expression softened, a rare seriousness in his eyes. “We know that, Felicity. And now, it’s time for us to step up and support you.”

      

      As they continued their task, Felicity felt a renewed sense of hope. At that moment, surrounded by the comforting presence of her sibling, she realized that they were a team, a united front that could face whatever challenges lay ahead.
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        * * *

      

      The sun was high in the sky as Felicity entered her father’s study, a determined glint in her eyes. She had decided to throw herself into her father’s duties, a distraction from the unresolved tension between her and Philip, and the looming consequences of Lady Sunderley’s gossipy nature. Felicity had always been a capable and intelligent woman, and now it was time to prove it in full measure.

      

      With purposeful steps, Felicity approached her father’s desk, her fingers trailing over the worn wooden surface. A stack of papers sat before her, waiting to be organized and analyzed. She took a deep breath, her mind focusing on the task at hand.

      

      As she delved into the earldom’s accounts, her natural aptitude for numbers and strategy shone through. The figures and calculations seemed to dance before her, each entry a puzzle to be solved. It was a testament to her dedication and intellect that she could navigate the complexities of the estate’s finances with ease.

      

      Hours passed in a blur as Felicity meticulously reviewed ledgers, balancing the accounts with a precision that left no room for error. Her father’s duties had long been her responsibility, a role she had taken on willingly to shield him from the consequences of his vices, and practice truly did beget perfection.

      

      Amidst the sea of numbers, Felicity found her thoughts often drifting to Stephen, the enigmatic and stoic man who had entered her life so unexpectedly. She tried to shake off the memory of their banter, of the way his piercing green eyes had seemed to see through her defenses. Yet, in spite of her best efforts, thoughts of him slipped through the cracks of her concentration.

      

      Thoughts of his broad shoulders, his deep voice, the memory of how his very gaze sent pleasurable shivers through her body—

      

      A knock on the door interrupted her reverie, and Felicity looked up to see Leah standing there, a concerned expression on her face. “Felicity, you’ve been in here for hours. Are you all right?”

      

      Felicity forced a smile, pushing aside her distracted thoughts. “I’m fine, Leah. Just tending to Father’s duties.”

      

      Leah’s gaze softened, and she stepped further into the room. “You don’t have to do it all on your own, you know. We’re here to help.”

      

      Felicity nodded appreciatively, touched by her sister’s concern. “I know, Leah. Thank you. But sometimes, I need to take charge.”

      

      As Leah left the room, Felicity’s focus returned to the task before her, not noticing the hushed conversation in the hall right outside the door as her sisters conferred in whispers on how best to brighten her mood.

      

      Felicity began to go through the correspondence, letters from estate managers and merchants, each one a piece of the intricate puzzle her father had created by indulging his vices—a puzzle that she was determined to solve.

      

      A particular letter caught her attention, detailing a potential investment opportunity that could significantly benefit the estate’s finances. Felicity’s mind raced as she considered the implications, her fingers tracing the edge of the paper thoughtfully. She glanced at the signature line, her resolve becoming stronger.

      

      With a determined breath, Felicity reached for a quill and inkwell. Her hand moved with a steady grace as she carefully forged her father’s signature, a risky move that she knew was necessary for the greater good. It was not her first time forging a better fate for her family, and though the signature came easily, taking that risk remained a dangerous thrill.

      

      As she set the quill aside, her heart raced, a mixture of exhilaration and apprehension coursing through her veins. She knew the consequences if her actions were discovered, but she was willing to take the risk if it meant securing a brighter future for her family.

      

      Felicity was lost in her thoughts when the door to the study slid open once more, and her sisters entered with an air of cheerful determination. Deborah, with her tousled hair and bright eyes, was leading the charge, followed closely by Leah and Cecilia. In spite of their differences, the bond between the sisters was evident in the way they moved as a unit, each one offering a unique flavor of support.

      

      “Felicity!” Deborah intoned with a flourish, her voice tinged with a playful lilt that was impossible to resist.

      

      Leah, her innocent charm lighting up the room, chimed in, “We thought you could use a little break, Sister.”

      

      Cecilia, with a mischievous glint in her eye, added, “And we have a surprise for you.”

      

      Felicity could not help but be drawn out of her thoughts by their infectious energy. She managed a small smile as she regarded her younger sisters, her heart swelling with affection. “A surprise, you say?”

      

      Deborah produced a canvas and a set of paints from behind her back, her grin widening. “We thought we’d have a little artistic adventure, Felicity. Just like old times.”

      

      Leah’s eyes danced with anticipation as she added, “You used to love painting with us, remember?”

      

      Felicity’s gaze softened as memories of their shared artistic endeavors flooded her mind. She nodded, a flicker of warmth in her eyes. “Yes, I do remember. It has been some time since we’ve done this.”

      

      Cecilia’s determination shone through as she set up the canvas. “Well, today is the day. We’re going to brighten up this room with our masterpieces.”

      

      Deborah winked playfully, her tone conspiratorial. “And who knows, maybe we’ll unveil a hidden talent of yours, Felicity.”

      

      Felicity chuckled, her heart lifting as she watched her sisters prepare their art supplies. “You’re all quite persuasive, I must admit.”

      

      Indulging her sisters would put a strain on the work she had yet to accomplish, but she appreciated the gesture, and she could not deny their smiling faces as they tried to cheer her up.

      

      With a shared laugh, they settled into their respective seats, brushes in hand. The room quickly filled with a comfortable silence, broken only by the soft sounds of paintbrushes against canvas.

      

      Leah’s voice was soft and encouraging as she spoke, “Felicity, remember to just let go and have fun. There are no wrong answers in art.”

      

      Cecilia’s mischievous smile remained as she added, “Unless you accidentally dip your brush in the wrong color, of course.”

      

      The girls laughed together, the tension that had lingered in the room dissipating with each shared moment. As they painted, Felicity found herself drawn into the creative process, the vibrant colors and the soothing rhythm of the brushstrokes providing a much-needed respite from her worries.

      

      As the afternoon sun began to cast a warm glow through the windows, the sisters stepped back to admire their work. The room was adorned with a collection of paintings, each one a unique expression of their individual styles and personalities.

      

      Deborah’s painting showcased a whimsical landscape, her use of bold colors and playful imagery reflecting her vivacious spirit. Leah’s piece was a delicate still-life, capturing the beauty of a vase of flowers with a gentle touch. Cecilia’s creation was a mix of abstract shapes and vibrant hues, a testament to her resourceful and imaginative nature.

      

      Felicity’s eyes sparkled with appreciation as she took in their creations, her heart swelling with pride. “You’ve all done wonderfully. I’m truly impressed.”

      

      And at that moment, as the colors mingled on the canvas, Felicity felt a renewed sense of purpose and a glimmer of hope that no matter the challenges they faced, they would always find solace in the love and support of one another.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      In the opulent solitude of his study, Stephen sat behind an intricately carved desk, engrossed in the affairs of his estate. The richly adorned bookshelves and the soft glow of the fireplace cast flickering shadows upon the walls, creating an atmosphere of refined elegance that mirrored his own demeanor.

      

      Sitting across from him, his solicitor, Mr. Harrington, cleared his throat, breaking the silence. “Your Grace, I have reviewed the estate’s accounts as you requested. All appears to be in order.”

      

      Stephen’s gaze lifted from the documents before him, and he regarded Mr. Harrington with a nod. “Thank you, Mr. Harrington. Your diligence is appreciated.”

      

      Mr. Harrington adjusted his spectacles, his brows slightly furrowed. “May I inquire if there is anything else that requires your attention?”

      

      Stephen’s fingers tapped rhythmically on the polished surface of the desk, his thoughts momentarily distant, swirling like the colors of dawn. “Actually, Mr. Harrington, I have a question for you. Have you heard any rumors circulating within the ton recently?”

      

      Mr. Harrington’s brows shot up in surprise, clearly unaccustomed to such inquiries. “Rumors, Your Grace? I must admit, I am not often privy to the latest gossip.”

      

      Stephen leaned back in his chair, his gaze fixed on a point beyond the room. “It appears there may be some talk regarding an interaction I had with a certain young lady at a recent gathering. A balcony conversation that has seemingly captured the ton’s imagination.”

      

      Mr. Harrington adjusted his spectacles once more, his expression thoughtful. “I see. And do you find these rumors to be of concern?”

      

      Stephen’s expression did not change, his green eyes dark and distant. “Concern is not the word I would use, Mr. Harrington. Annoyance, perhaps. Inconvenience.”

      

      “I understand, Your Grace,” Mr. Harrington replied, his tone respectful. “It is regrettable how swiftly such stories can spread.”

      

      A hint of frustration flitted across Stephen’s features. “Indeed. However, what I am truly interested in is whether there have been any mentions of Lady Sunderley, or if she might be misrepresenting this encounter as fodder for her relentless gossip.”

      

      Mr. Harrington adjusted the papers in front of him, his expression pensive. “I cannot say for certain, Your Grace, as I do not actively seek out gossip. However, I can make discreet inquiries if you believe it would be prudent.”

      

      Stephen’s gaze sharpened, his decision made. “I appreciate your willingness, Mr. Harrington. Please do so but with the utmost discretion. I do not want any unnecessary attention brought to this matter.”

      

      “Of course, Your Grace,” Mr. Harrington replied, jotting down a note on a piece of paper. “I will see to it personally.”

      

      “Thank you.” Stephen  nodded once.

      

      As Mr. Harrington gathered his belongings to take his leave, Stephen’s thoughts remained entrenched in the ever-turbulent currents of Society’s whispers.

      

      The conversation with his solicitor had confirmed that the rumors were, indeed, spreading, but Stephen’s detachment from such trivialities remained unwavering. In his mind, they were nothing more than fleeting echoes in the wind, inconsequential and devoid of merit. Yet, as he turned his attention back to the estate’s affairs, a trace of unease lingered beneath the surface, a reminder that even the most calculated detachment could not always shield one from the relentless currents of societal scrutiny.

      

      A deep sigh escaped him as he leaned back in his chair, his thoughts drifting to Felicity. The image of her, resplendent in her pale-yellow gown, haunted his mind, the memory of her presence lingering like a phantom.

      

      Something about her presence had felt like the first rays of sunlight kissing a stone statue awake. He had been drawn to her from the moment they had exchanged their first words, a magnetic pull that he could not quite explain.

      

      As he contemplated the situation, a flicker of frustration danced in his eyes. It was maddening to think that the mere act of being seen with Felicity, engaging in a conversation that had been nothing more than a friendly exchange, could give rise to such damaging whispers.

      

      To call her ruined by him!

      

      His lips curved into a wry smile as he allowed himself a moment of dark amusement. The ton’s inclination for scandalous conjecture had truly reached new heights.

      

      Ruined from only a conversation. He had not even touched the woman!

      

      As he mused over that thought, it occurred to him that he would have liked to.

      

      Beneath his façade of detached amusement, a more primal undercurrent simmered. His thoughts veered into dangerous territory, his imagination weaving scenarios that he had long prided himself on suppressing. He allowed himself a brief indulgence in the fantasy of what could have been, of what he might have desired if the circumstances had been different.

      

      The vivid image of Felicity, her eyes locking onto his with a mixture of defiance and vulnerability, stirred something deep within him. A tension, a desire that had been dormant, now clawed at the edges of his consciousness. The idea of claiming her, of experiencing the connection that seemed to hum between them, threatened to unravel his carefully cultivated control.

      

      With a shake of his head, Stephen dismissed the thoughts as quickly as they had emerged. He would not allow himself to be ensnared by base desires or fleeting fantasies. He was a man of discipline, of unyielding resolve, and he would not be swayed by the whims of his own imagination.

      

      The Duke could not come undone over a spinster, no matter how the curve of her neck enticed him to have a taste.

      

      With a firm resolve, Stephen pushed aside the intrusive thoughts of Felicity that threatened to distract him. He knew what needed to be done, and he would not allow himself to be waylaid by the tumultuous emotions that had begun to stir within him.

      

      Taking a deep breath, he reached for a fresh sheet of parchment and dipped his quill into the inkwell. The letter to his family in Spain was to bring them back, to ensure their well-being and safeguard their interests. The situation with Felicity Gibbon demanded his attention, and he would not shirk his responsibilities.

      

      He sealed the letter with his family’s crest, his expression remaining composed as he placed it aside, ready to be sent on its way.

      

      Before he could further contemplate his next course of action, a smart knock echoed through the study.

      

      The butler entered, his posture impeccable as he announced, “Your Grace, two gentlemen have arrived and are requesting an audience. They await your presence in the parlor.”

      

      Stephen’s gaze lifted, his expression an enigmatic mask as he regarded the butler. It was a rare occurrence for anyone to call on him without prior notification, a testament to his well-guarded isolation from the frivolities of the ton. “No one has been invited to call on me. Pray, identify these visitors.”

      

      “They are Lords Philip and Ian Gibbon, sons of the Earl of Elbury,” the butler replied, leaving the most obvious part unsaid—Felicity’s brothers had come to call.

      

      Ian, the younger of the two, was in the midst of posing a question to his elder brother when Stephen’s entrance caught their attention. “Philip, I still don’t understand why we—"

      

      Their eyes locked, and Ian’s words trailed off as he took in the formidable figure before them. Philip’s gaze remained fixed on Stephen, his stance unwavering, a palpable tension in the air between them.

      

      Stephen regarded the brothers with an air of detached curiosity, his voice cool and measured as he addressed them. “Lord Philip, Lord Ian, I trust this is not a social call.”

      

      Philip’s gaze held a determined glint as he stepped forward, his tone unyielding. “Your Grace, I demand satisfaction.”

      

      Ian’s eyes widened in shock as he turned to his brother, his voice a mixture of disbelief and concern. “Philip, what in the world—"

      

      Philip’s gaze remained locked on Stephen as he continued, his words a direct challenge. “I challenge you to a duel, Your Grace. My brother, Ian, shall be my second. I demand to know who shall stand as your second.”

      

      Stephen’s lips twisted ever so slightly into a frown, a blend of amusement and annoyance dancing in his eyes. The audacity of being challenged to a duel in his own home was a matter of both bemusement and irritation.

      

      Ian’s shock gave way to disbelief as he turned to Philip, his voice incredulous. “A duel? Are you out of your mind, Philip? I don’t want to die!”

      

      Philip’s resolve remained unshaken as he met Stephen’s gaze, his tone unwavering. “Ian, it is the only way to defend our sister’s honor.”

      

      Stephen’s gaze remained fixed on Philip, his expression a mask of calm authority. “My Lords, I find your demand both impulsive and misguided.”

      

      Philip’s brows furrowed, his voice defiant. “Then what, Your Grace? What action do you propose to right this alleged wrong?”

      

      Stephen’s voice remained steady as he delivered his response, a declaration that seemed to echo through the room. “I propose marriage.”

      

      The brothers’ expressions shifted from disbelief to bafflement, their incredulity evident in their shared glance.

      

      Ian’s voice held a mixture of confusion and skepticism as he turned to his brother. “Did he just say—"

      

      Philip’s eyes narrowed as he processed Stephen’s unexpected declaration, his disbelief slowly giving way to a dawning realization. “Marriage? You intend to marry our sister?”

      

      Stephen’s gaze remained steady, his words devoid of hesitation. “Indeed. I am prepared to ask for her hand in marriage, thus preserving her honor and addressing any perceived wrongdoing.”

      

      A moment of stunned silence hung in the air as the gravity of Stephen’s proposition settled upon them.

      

      Ian cast a quick, bewildered glance at his brother, his voice a mixture of incredulity and reluctant acceptance. “You would marry Felicity?”

      

      Philip’s gaze remained fixed on Stephen, a mix of surprise and cautious consideration in his eyes. “You are serious about this?”

      

      Stephen nodded once, his gaze never wavering. “Indeed, I am.”

      

      The brothers exchanged another glance, the weight of the decision evident in their shared hesitation. After a moment, Philip’s expression softened, a reluctant respect in his eyes as he inclined his head. “Very well, Your Grace. We accept your proposal.”

      

      Ian’s voice held a touch of wry humor as he added, “It seems we shall be family soon, after all.”

      

      Stephen’s gaze remained steady, his resolve unwavering as he nodded in acknowledgment. “So it would seem.”

      

      As the tension in the room began to ease, Stephen’s thoughts turned to the complexities of the situation he had just found himself into. Marrying Felicity was not a decision he had made lightly, but it was one he believed to be the most honorable course of action… and a large part of the reason he was reluctantly calling his family home.

      

      “Very well, Your Grace.” Philip nodded, as if the agreement was only just fully sinking in. “Very well. We will expect you to call at Elbury very soon.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      The drawing room was a canvas of genteel elegance, its decor a reflection of refined tastes and cultivated sensibilities. Within its confines, however, a scene of mild discord played out as Cecilia and Leah engaged in a spirited disagreement.

      

      Cecilia, her expression determined and her voice edged with exasperation, held up a delicate porcelain teacup. “Leah, you simply cannot be trusted with anything fragile. This teacup belonged to Mother, and it is to be handled delicately.”

      

      Leah’s response was swift, her voice tinged with a playful defiance. “Oh, come now, Cecilia. It’s just a teacup. Besides, you act as if you’ve never broken anything before.”

      

      Felicity, her patience gently tested, stepped forward to intervene, her voice carrying a soothing tone. “Now, now, my dears, let us not bicker over such matters. Accidents can happen to anyone.”

      

      Cecilia and Leah exchanged glances, their expressions softening as Felicity’s calm influence began to take effect.

      

      Leah’s lips curved into a wry smile. “You’re right, Felicity. I suppose I should be more careful.”

      

      Cecilia nodded, her tension easing. “And I should perhaps be less possessive of Mother’s belongings.”

      

      As Felicity turned to address them, her thoughts were momentarily diverted by a worry that had been gnawing at her.

      

      Where is Father? He had been absent for the past few days.

      

      Her internal musings were interrupted by the entrance of her younger brother, Philip, who was bearing a tray upon which rested a delectable confection. The aroma of chocolate wafted through the room, a fragrant peace offering that drew her attention.

      

      “Ah, peace, at last,” Philip announced with a grin, his eyes dancing with mischief. “And to celebrate this newfound harmony, I come bearing a gift.”

      

      Felicity’s gaze shifted to the tray, her heart warming at the sight of her favorite cake. She regarded Philip with a mix of surprise and gratitude. “Chocolate cake? Philip, you know that’s my favorite.”

      

      Philip’s grin widened, his demeanor one of contrition. “Consider it an apology, Felicity. A sweet reconciliation, if you will.”

      

      Felicity’s expression softened, and she gestured for him to join them. “No apology is necessary, dear brother. Your gesture is most welcome.”

      

      As Philip began to serve the cake, the tension that had previously filled the room seemed to dissipate, replaced by a sense of familial camaraderie. Felicity’s concerns about their earlier squabble and her father’s unexplained absence receded into the background, momentarily forgotten in the warmth of the moment.

      

      Leah reached for a slice of cake, her playful demeanor returning as she winked at Cecilia. “You see, Cecilia, even the most delicate of situations can be resolved with a touch of sweetness.”

      

      Cecilia’s lips curved into a genuine smile, her gaze softening as she playfully nudged her youngest sister. “Perhaps you’re onto something, Leah.”

      

      Felicity could not help but chuckle at their banter, a sense of gratitude washing over her for the close bond she shared with her siblings. As she savored a bite of the chocolate cake, her worries momentarily pushed aside, she could not help but reflect on the unpredictable nature of family dynamics—the way disagreements could be smoothed over by a simple gesture of goodwill and how even the most unexpected circumstances could lead to moments of unexpected unity.

      

      As Cecilia and Leah exchanged one last amused glance before dashing off, their sibling camaraderie once again restored, Felicity found herself alone with Philip.

      

      The mirthful atmosphere of moments ago gave way to a somber gravity, and she turned a serious eye to her brother, sensing that there was more to his gesture than a mere peace offering.

      

      Felicity’s voice was tinged with concern as she addressed Philip. “Philip, there’s more to this than a simple apology, isn’t there?”

      

      Philip met her gaze, his expression solemn. “Indeed, Felicity. I bear important news—news that pertains to your future.”

      

      Felicity’s heart quickened, a mix of apprehension and curiosity welling within her. She took a steadying breath, her voice steady as she inquired, “What is it, Philip?”

      

      Philip’s gaze held hers, his voice measured as he delivered the weighty information. “The Duke of Swinton will be visiting tomorrow. He intends to propose marriage to you.”

      

      Felicity’s breath caught in her throat, the gravity of Philip’s words settling upon her like a heavy shroud. Her mind raced as she processed the implications of his revelation. A proposal from the Duke of Swinton. An offer that, under different circumstances, might have been met with elation and anticipation. But these were not ordinary circumstances.

      

      Her thoughts turned to the scandal that had enveloped her, the whispers and rumors that threatened to cast a shadow over her family’s prospects. She knew that her actions, whether founded in truth or not, could jeopardize her sisters’ chances of making advantageous matches in the future.

      

      The weight of responsibility bore down upon her, a heavy burden she had never anticipated.

      

      “I understand the predicament, Felicity,” Philip continued, his voice gentle but unwavering. “Given the rumors that have spread, accepting His Grace’s proposal is the best course of action. It is a means to secure a stable future for Deborah, Cecilia, and Leah.”

      

      Felicity’s gaze remained fixed on Philip, a mixture of conflicted emotions swirling within her. She was torn between her own desires and the welfare of her beloved sisters. The sacrifices she had made for their well-being over the years were not lost on her, and the prospect of further sacrifice weighed heavily on her heart.

      

      “I know what you’re asking of me, Philip,” Felicity replied, her voice tinged with a mixture of resignation and determination. “But can I truly accept a proposal out of necessity, knowing that my heart may never fully be in it?”

      

      Philip’s expression softened, his understanding evident. “I recognize the difficulty of this situation, Felicity. It’s a decision that only you can make. But consider the alternative for Deborah, Cecilia, and Leah. Their prospects would be severely diminished if we do not act to squash the scandal.”

      

      Felicity’s shoulders sagged under the weight of her internal struggle. She had always been the pillar of strength for her family, the one who held them together in times of adversity. And now, faced with this pivotal choice, she grappled with the conflicting desires of her heart and her duty to her sisters.

      

      As she contemplated Philip’s words, her thoughts turned to Stephen—the enigmatic Duke whose presence had ignited a spark of curiosity and attraction within her. The thought of marrying him, of forging a union that was both pragmatic and unexpected, was a prospect that both intrigued and unsettled her.

      

      The decision loomed before her, a choice that would shape not only her future but the future of her sisters as well. And as she looked into Philip’s eyes, a silent understanding passed between them—the shared recognition that sometimes, in the face of adversity, the heart must yield to the greater good.

      

      With a heavy sigh, Felicity nodded, her voice quiet but resolute. “Very well, Philip. I will accept His Grace’s proposal.”

      

      Philip’s gaze held a mixture of gratitude and compassion, his voice laced with sincerity. “Thank you, Felicity. Your sacrifice will ensure a brighter future for our family.”
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        * * *

      

      The dim glow of a solitary candle cast elongated shadows across Felicity’s bedroom, where the echoes of her earlier decision still lingered in the air. Her heart, heavy with the weight of responsibility, had finally succumbed to the demands of practicality and necessity.

      

      She had agreed to marry Stephen, the Duke of Swinton, a man she had only recently met, in order to safeguard her sisters’ future and salvage her family’s reputation.

      

      But as sleep began to weave its tendrils around her weary mind, a hesitant knock at her chamber door shattered the fragile calm that had settled upon her.

      

      Felicity’s eyes blinked open, her gaze clouded by sleep as she struggled to comprehend the intrusion.

      

      “My Lady,” Her maid’s voice, tinged with urgency, penetrated her groggy consciousness. “I apologize for the intrusion, but His Lordship is here. He’s asking for you.”

      

      Felicity’s sleep-addled mind struggled to process the information. Her father had been absent for days, his whereabouts a mystery that had only deepened her growing sense of unease. Now, to hear that he was seeking her out in the dead of night, the implications of his presence began to unfurl like a dark shroud.

      

      As she followed her maid down the corridor, her steps slow and deliberate, her thoughts swirled in a maelstrom of apprehension and dread.

      

      What could possibly have brought her father to her door at this hour? And why did his presence fill her with an inexplicable sense of foreboding?

      

      The sight that greeted her as she entered the parlor was one that further shattered the semblance of calm she had fought to maintain.

      

      Francis stood before her, his figure swaying unsteadily as he clung to a half-empty bottle of wine. His eyes, glassy and unfocused, held a gleeful glint that sent a shiver down her spine.

      

      “Felicity, my dear,” he greeted with a slovenly grin, his words slurred and buoyant. “Congratulations are in order, it seems. You’ve managed to ensnare yourself a powerful and wealthy man. A duke, no less.”

      

      Felicity’s heart sank as she realized the depths of his intoxication. His words, laced with a mix of mockery and derision, echoed in the silence of the room. She could feel the weight of his gaze upon her, a gaze that seemed to strip away the façade of her carefully constructed world.

      

      “Father,” she began, her voice carrying a cautious tremor. “I assure you, my intentions—”

      

      Francis waved his hand dismissively, a cruel chuckle escaping his lips. “Intentions matter little, my dear. What matters is that you’ve secured our future—a future filled with opulence and riches, all thanks to the Duke of Swinton.”

      

      Felicity’s breath caught in her throat, a surge of guilt and helplessness threatening to overwhelm her. The realization that her father saw her marriage not as an act of love or companionship but as a means to an end, a way to secure his own desires, twisted a knife in her heart.

      

      “And, of course,” Francis continued, his words a twisted mockery of sincerity, “you must remember to put in a good word with your husband, dear Felicity. I would greatly appreciate an allowance from the generous Duke.”

      

      The words hung in the air like a venomous cloud, poisoning the room with their implications. Felicity’s chest tightened as she grappled with the cruel dilemma that now lay before her.

      

      To involve Stephen in the chaos of her family’s life—to drag him into the tangled web of her father’s drunken schemes—seemed a betrayal of the trust that had led her to accept his proposal.

      

      And yet, to deny her father’s request, to refuse him the financial support he so recklessly sought, would condemn her sisters to a future of uncertainty and dashed dreams. Her sacrifices, the choices she had made to shield them from the harsh realities of their circumstances, would all be in vain.

      

      As Felicity’s mind spiraled in a maelstrom of guilt and despair, a crushing weight settled upon her shoulders. The choices she had made, the responsibilities she had shouldered, had led her to this impossible crossroads—a crossroads where the very future of her family hung in the balance.

      

      And as her father’s raucous laughter echoed in the room, a stark reminder of the chaotic forces that threatened to engulf her, Felicity felt herself teetering on the precipice of an agonizing decision—one that would require her to choose between the ruin of her own soul and the salvation of her sisters’ hopes.

      

      The night wore on, a silent battleground of inner turmoil, as Felicity grappled with the gravity of her choice—a choice that would define not only her own destiny but the fates of those she held most dear. And as the candle flickered in the dim light, casting elongated shadows across the room, Felicity found herself at a crossroads of heartache and sacrifice, a crossroads where love and duty converged in a clash of agonizing decisions.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      The sunlit morning cast a warm glow over the sprawling grounds of Elbury as Stephen arrived. In his wake, a carriage laden with glamorous gifts awaited, a testament to his intentions and a nod to the status he carried.

      

      As Stephen made his way through the estate, the lively atmosphere greeted him with an air of familial warmth. Yet, amidst the laughter and chatter, a sense of spirited chaos reigned supreme—chaos that was unmistakably characteristic of Felicity’s younger siblings.

      

      His first encounter was with Ian, whose roguish charm was on full display as he engaged in a boisterous exchange of jests with his siblings.

      

      Stephen noted the twinkle in Ian’s eyes, the casual way he seemed to navigate the world with a grin that hinted at mischief.

      

      Not far off, Philip, whose demeanor was more subdued than his younger brother’s, appeared to be deeply engrossed in an intense game of chess, his focused concentration a stark contrast to the bustling energy around him.

      

      Leah, the youngest and most beautiful of the siblings, fluttered about like a social butterfly, engaging in animated conversation with her sisters. Her laughter tinkled like wind chimes, drawing curious glances from those around her.

      

      As her sisters chatted and laughed near a doorway, oblivious to her scheming, Cecilia discreetly tugged on a hidden string, causing the doorknob to rattle and the door to creak open with an eerie, ghostly whisper.

      

      A hushed gasp spread through the room as Leah, who had been engrossed in conversation with Deborah, suddenly jumped back in surprise.“Did you see that?” she exclaimed, her eyes wide with a mixture of astonishment and unease.

      

      Cecilia could not help but stifle a mischievous giggle, her heart dancing with glee as she watched her siblings exchange bewildered glances.

      

      Deborah, ever the one to embrace the unexpected, let out a peal of laughter, her eyes dancing with mirth. “Well done, Cecilia! You nearly had us convinced a ghost had decided to join our gathering.”

      

      Just then, Stephen’s gaze landed on Felicity, who was a vision of composed grace amidst the whirlwind of activity. Her cheeks were tinged with a delicate blush, a telltale sign of her siblings’ antics that had ensnared her in their chaos. The sight, both endearing and enchanting, held his attention, stirring a desire within him that was as unexpected as it was potent.

      

      As Stephen observed Felicity’s reaction, a newfound determination took root within him—a determination to see that blush grace her cheeks for reasons that stretched beyond the antics of her siblings. He wanted to elicit that reaction through shared moments, whispered words, and lingering touches—moments that would belong to them alone.

      

      Greeting the siblings cordially, if somewhat coldly, he glanced about the room, acutely aware that Francis, the man he was seeking, was notably absent from the gathering.

      

      “May I have a word with your father, Lady Felicity?” Stephen inquired with his customary politeness, a subtle shift in his demeanor signaling his intent to discuss more private matters.

      

      “I regret to inform you, Your Grace, that Father will not be joining us this morning. He is… indisposed,” Felicity explained, her voice tinged with a mixture of apology and resignation.

      

      “I see. I regret that I am unable to ask permission of your father before asking you this, though I do have the blessing of your brothers,” Stephen replied, entirely business-like as he knelt before Felicity. “Lady Felicity Gibbon, may I have your hand in marriage?” he asked, the gravity in his green eyes crushing her.

      

      Felicity did not answer.

      

      Stephen’s gaze shifted subtly from her to her siblings, whose lively exchange of banter and laughter had ceased abruptly.

      

      “Could you all give us a moment, please? There’s something I need to discuss with His Grace,” Felicity spoke, her voice carrying a resolute undertone.

      

      Stephen’s curiosity was piqued, and he nodded to her siblings, who exchanged curious glances before quietly stepping away, leaving the two of them alone. It was a moment of vulnerability and significance, a pivotal crossroads in their interaction.

      

      Stephen’s attention remained riveted on Felicity as her gaze met his, her voice trembling slightly with a mix of vulnerability and determination. “Your Grace, before we proceed any further, there is something I must confess.”

      

      Leaning in slightly, Stephen’s demeanor exuded encouragement as he responded, “Please, Lady Felicity, you have my complete attention.”

      

      With a steadying breath, Felicity began to speak. “Our father has been struggling these last thirteen years, since Leah was born… and we lost our mother,” she admitted.

      

      “His struggles have led him to greater indulgence than ever in drink and gambling… beyond that which we can sustain, let alone afford. It is all we can do to conceal his vices from the ton, and I do all I can to keep his business and the estate afloat… but we are truly in dire straits.”

      

      Felicity swallowed hard, squeezing her eyes shut in shame. “Even now, he cannot give his blessing on our union because we do not know where he has vanished to. We do not know what vices he has disappeared to indulge, or how much of our limited funds he is throwing away.”

      

      Stephen’s features remained composed, his exterior masking any surprise he may have felt at this revelation. It was clear that Felicity had a specific purpose in revealing these truths.

      

      “Lady Felicity,” he assured, his voice gentle and soothing, “know that I am not a man who judges based on wealth or social standing. Your family’s difficulties do not dissuade me.”

      

      However, Felicity’s gaze held an intensity that indicated deeper concerns. She persisted, her words gaining momentum, “Your Grace, I must emphasize the gravity of our situation. My father’s behavior… his struggles with addiction… they are not conducive to a marriage that would bring honor to your name.”

      

      Stephen’s gaze never wavered from hers, his focus unwavering as he absorbed her words. It was clear she was trying to convey something significant.

      

      “Lady Felicity,” he responded softly, his voice laced with unwavering determination, “I understand the challenges you face, but I want you to know that I am a man who values resilience and integrity. These challenges can be met head-on.”

      

      Felicity’s gaze held a mix of urgency and determination, and she continued, her voice carrying a blend of despair and resolve, “Your Grace, I implore you to reconsider. I cannot, in good conscience, allow you to become entangled in our troubles. There is too much at stake.”

      

      Stephen’s lips curved into a faint smile, his tone both reassuring and resolute. “Lady Felicity, I appreciate your concerns, but I am not one to be swayed by difficulties. I am a man of means and resources, and together, we can overcome any obstacle.”

      

      As his words hung in the air, Felicity’s gaze remained fixed on his, her expression a mix of vulnerability and contemplation.
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        * * *

      

      Felicity’s heart sank as she watched Stephen, her vulnerability laid bare before him, her every argument to dissuade him seemingly brushed aside. The weight of her confession hung heavy in the air, her hope for understanding and empathy met with a calm resolve that left her feeling exposed and helpless.

      

      “You could never want me, for I am a spinster,” Felicity finally uttered, her voice tinged with a mix of resignation and despair.

      

      She expected no less than an indifferent response, but what followed was unexpected.

      

      Stephen’s eyes, once composed and impassive, darkened with a potent intensity that sent a shiver down her spine.

      

      A rush of embarrassment engulfed her, her cheeks aflame as she averted her gaze, her heart pounding with an unfamiliar mix of emotions. The shift in his demeanor was unmistakable, a silent acknowledgment of a desire she had never anticipated.

      

      However, before Felicity could fully comprehend the implications of his newfound interest, his voice cut through the charged atmosphere, his words laced with playful banter. “Ah, Lady Felicity, it seems we have ventured into uncharted territory. Pray, do you often find yourself questioning the intentions of gentlemen?”

      

      The unexpected shift caught Felicity off guard, her mind racing to catch up with the change in conversation. She managed a small, self-deprecating smile, her embarrassment momentarily replaced by a flicker of amusement. “Only those who seem intent on defying reason, Your Grace.”

      

      Stephen’s lips curved into a knowing smile, his gaze holding a trace of warmth as he leaned in slightly. “I assure you, Lady Felicity, my intentions are far from inscrutable. I find myself drawn to your spirited determination and the fire that rages within you.”

      

      Felicity’s heart fluttered at his words, a mixture of surprise and intrigue washing over her. She held his gaze, her eyes searching his for any sign of jest, yet finding none. It was a revelation that left her feeling both vulnerable and exhilarated.

      

      Still, Felicity could not let go of her deeply ingrained principles, her belief in the sanctity of a partnership built on mutual respect and understanding. “Your assurances aside, Your Grace, I must express my reservations. My idea of marriage is rooted in equality, a partnership in all aspects of life.”

      

      Stephen’s eyes glinted with amusement in his otherwise unmoved face. “Ah, Lady Felicity, you are truly a woman of steadfast convictions. It appears we have found ourselves at an impasse—a battle of marriage ideals if you will.”

      

      Felicity met his banter with a wry smile, her gaze unwavering as she responded, “Indeed, Your Grace. And while I appreciate your assurances, I must insist that actions speak louder than words.”

      

      Stephen arched his eyebrow, a hint of challenge in his expression. “Actions, you say? And what actions would you deem suitable to prove my intentions, Lady Felicity?”

      

      Felicity’s lips curved into a mischievous smile, a playful glint in her eyes. “Well, for one, a gentleman could start by showing a modicum of genuine emotion. A spark of passion, perhaps?”

      

      The challenge hung in the air, the tension between them palpable. Stephen’s gaze held hers, a charged silence enveloping them as the weight of their unspoken desires lingered.

      

      And then, in a bold and unexpected move, Stephen closed the distance between them, his lips meeting hers in a searing kiss.

      

      For a brief moment, time seemed to stand still as passion flared between them, their hearts racing in sync.

      

      It seemed Stephen kissed the same way he did everything else—intensely, with utter focus and determined perfectionism. That fervor driving the deft hands holding her waist, the back of her head, cradled Felicity, making her feel small and safe in his hold.

      

      For the first time in her life, she felt that she was the protected, and not the protector.

      

      Felicity sighed into the kiss, her ever-tense body relaxing against Stephen, and he growled as she melted into his body, making her shiver.

      

      When they finally broke apart, a breathless silence settled over them.

      

      Stephen’s voice was composed, his words devoid of the earlier passion as he spoke, “Lady Felicity, your desire for proof has been duly noted. Allow me to rectify the situation.”

      

      Felicity’s chest heaved as she met his gaze, her own emotions swirling in a tumultuous mix of surprise and yearning. Her heart raced as she waited for his next words, a sense of anticipation coursing through her veins.

      

      And then, as if the heat of their kiss had melted away the veneer of icy reserve, Stephen’s proposal came forth once more. It was a stark contrast to the passionate moment they had just shared, his words now carrying a sense of formality and purpose.

      

      “I propose, Lady Felicity, that we join our lives in matrimony. Let our union be a testament to partnership, equality, and shared aspirations.”

      

      His green eyes held her gaze, as steady and sure as the way he had felt wrapped around her only a moment ago. He carried the reassuring certainty Felicity had been striving for her entire life.

      

      The weight of his words hung in the air, the room seemingly holding its breath as Felicity’s gaze met his. The intensity of their connection held a different kind of power—a promise of commitment and shared understanding.

      

      Felicity’s voice was steady, her response laced with a mixture of acceptance and determination. “Your proposal, Your Grace, is a testament to your sincerity and willingness to embrace the partnership I hold dear. I accept.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      The grandeur of Swinton Hall greeted Stephen’s family upon their from their Spanish villa, their presence permeating the opulent corridors with an air of ostentation.

      

      “Welcome home, Mother, Arthur, Johanna,” Stephen offered, his words laced with formal courtesy.

      

      However, any semblance of a warm reunion quickly dissolved as his family members each took their turn to make their entrance.

      

      Modesty Norman, the Dowager Duchess of Swinton, entered with an air of superiority, her expression a mask of snobbish entitlement. “Stephen, dear, one can only hope your choice of bride has improved since we received your letter.”

      

      Modesty’s stern but graceful demeanor had shaped Stephen’s own detached countenance, a façade of strength and control that concealed the complexities beneath.

      

      The Dowager Duchess was a woman of unwavering tradition and principles. She had dedicated her life to upholding the honor of the family name, and she expected Stephen to do the same. A relaxing respite at the seaside was exactly what she needed to relax… Stephen had hoped.

      

      Arthur, his rakish younger brother, followed suit, a roguish smirk playing on his lips. “Indeed, Stephen, I do hope she possesses more charm than the rumors of the ton would suggest.”

      

      Arthur was a restless soul who often wandered down the paths of extravagance and indulgence. The thought of sending him to the seaside villa had been a decision more out of necessity than choice—a bid to keep him away from his usual haunts and reckless pursuits.

      

      In the same breath, Stephen could not help but acknowledge a begrudging respect for his younger brother’s free spirit, an aspect of himself that he had long suppressed.

      

      Johanna’s arrival was accompanied by a dismissive glance, her gaze trailing over him with disdain. “Oh, Stephen, I pray your intended and her family have a modicum of decorum. We certainly wouldn’t want an embarrassment on our hands.”

      

      Johanna, Stephen’s younger sister, posed a different challenge altogether. Her fixation on fashionable clothes and social appearances often grated on Stephen’s patience. He had hoped that the serene beauty of the seaside retreat might momentarily divert her attention from her frivolous pursuits and encourage her to reflect on more substantial matters.

      

      Stephen indulged the barbed comments for half a day, hoping that they would be more rational after resting and eating following their long journey home, but food and rest did nothing to improve their comments.

      

      “Felicity is my betrothed,” Stephen snapped, standing suddenly and slamming his open hands down on the table, where he was having dinner with his family. “I will not tolerate another negative word about my bride-to-be, least of all from my own family.”

      

      Arthur, Johanna, and Modesty blinked in silent shock for a moment, then Modesty replied, “The weather here is quite less mild than the Spanish shore,” and not another word about Felicity passed their lips.

      

      Regardless of their being curbed, the snide remarks echoed in Stephen’s mind until he could take no more, and the next day, he sought refuge in his closest friend’s study, a place where authenticity and genuine connection reigned supreme.

      

      Nicholas welcomed him to Fernside with a warm smile, a sense of camaraderie that had always been a source of comfort for Stephen. “Ah, Swinton, my friend, what brings you here?”

      

      Stephen’s gaze held a hint of weariness as he settled into a chair. “A brief escape, Fernside. My family’s return has been quite the experience.”

      

      Nicholas’s expression remained sympathetic, his voice tinged with understanding. “Family gatherings can be quite the spectacle. And how is Felicity amidst all this?”

      

      Stephen’s thoughts drifted to Felicity, a woman who had captivated him with her depth and determination. “Felicity navigates the tumult of our situation as best she can. It’s disheartening, though, to witness the superficiality that surrounds our betrothal.”

      

      Nicholas leaned forward, his tone gentle but probing. “Swinton, have you considered what Felicity might truly need in this union? Material comfort is important, but emotional support and understanding are equally crucial.”

      

      A furrow formed on Stephen’s brow, his gaze turning contemplative. “I have ensured that Felicity will want for nothing. She will be provided for in every possible way.”

      

      Nicholas’s response carried a gentle insistence. “It’s not just about material provision, my friend. Emotional connection, companionship—these are vital components of a marriage. Have you considered how you will provide that for her?”

      

      Stephen’s gaze remained distant, his understanding seemingly incomplete. “Fernside, I assure you, Felicity will want for nothing. I am fully committed to ensuring her happiness.”

      

      Nicholas sighed softly, his voice patient yet steadfast. “Swinton, it goes beyond ensuring her happiness. It’s about being there for her, sharing in her joys and supporting her in her trials. A true partnership encompasses both the tangible and the emotional.”

      

      Their conversation continued, delving into the complexities of marriage and the importance of emotional intimacy.

      

      In spite of Nicholas’s efforts to convey the significance of emotional connection, Stephen remained fixed in his belief that financial security was paramount.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      The air was charged with anticipation as Felicity stood before the altar, her heart pounding in her chest. Her hands trembled slightly, clasped together as if seeking reassurance. The soft strains of music played in the background, a melodic backdrop to the moment that would forever alter the course of her life.

      

      The officiant’s voice carried through the air, the sacred words of the ceremony weaving around her like a protective cocoon. She listened, her mind a whirlwind of emotions, until, finally, the pivotal moment arrived.

      

      “Do you, Stephen Norman, Duke of Swinton, take Lady Felicity Gibbon to be your lawfully wedded wife, to have and to hold, in sickness and in health, for richer or for poorer, until death do you part?”

      

      “I do.” Stephen’s voice was steady and unwavering, his gaze never leaving Felicity’s.

      

      The same question was posed to Felicity, and she swallowed hard, her voice trembling but resolute as she responded, “I do.”

      

      The exchange of vows and the placing of rings followed, a profound sense of unity settling over the couple as they sealed their commitment with a chaste kiss. As they turned to face their gathered guests, Felicity could not help but feel a mix of emotions—joy, trepidation, and an overwhelming sense of love for the man at her side.

      

      The celebration continued with a wedding breakfast, a lavish affair befitting their noble status.

      

      Felicity found herself in a whirlwind of introductions and polite exchanges, her nerves still evident in spite of the joyous occasion. However, her initial excitement was dampened as she encountered the coldness and snobbishness emanating from Stephen’s family. She could not help but feel a pang of unease, wondering if she had made a mistake by marrying into such a family.

      

      Yet, a heartening sight awaited her.

      

      As she observed Stephen, she noticed him intently engaged in conversation with her younger sisters. Their animated chatter and his genuine interest in their words warmed her heart, reminding her of the bond they shared and alleviating some of her earlier concerns.

      

      Amidst the festivities, Philip managed to pull Felicity aside with a mischievous glint in his eye. “Felicity,” he began in a hushed tone. “Since Mother has been gone for so long, perhaps I should offer you a bit of marital advice.”

      

      Felicity’s eyes widened, her face flushing crimson. “Philip, I—"

      

      He interrupted with an exaggerated wink. “Don’t worry, I won’t go into the details. Just know that it involves a certain number of marital activities.”

      

      Felicity sputtered, her embarrassment evident. “Philip, I assure you, I—”

      

      Philip chuckled, his teasing relenting. “Fear not, Sister. I shall leave you to your own devices.”

      

      With a relieved exhale, Felicity watched Philip walk away, her cheeks still tinged with pink. Deciding she needed guidance from someone more experienced, she sought out Penelope, her new friend and confidante.

      

      In a more private corner, Felicity cleared her throat, her words awkward yet sincere. “Penelope, might I ask you about… well, certain marital matters?”

      

      Penelope’s eyes twinkled mischievously, and she leaned in, eager to offer her insights. Felicity listened, her initial embarrassment giving way to curiosity, even a hint of desire as she imagined the intimate moments Penelope described.

      

      As the conversation concluded, Felicity rejoined the festivities, her eyes catching Stephen’s. He met her gaze with an affectionate smile, and his words cut through the air, sending a shiver down her spine. “It’s time to leave, my dear.”

      

      Unable to meet his gaze directly, Felicity nodded, her face a shade of pink that rivaled the roses adorning the hall.

      

      “Felicity, you’ll be back soon, won’t you?” Leah’s voice quivered, her eyes welling up with unshed tears.

      

      Felicity crouched down to her youngest sister’s level, her gaze tender and reassuring. “Of course, Leah. I won’t be far, and I promise I’ll visit often. You have my word.”

      

      Deborah sniffled, her usual vivacity subdued. “It just won’t be the same without you here to tease and scold us.”

      

      Felicity offered a small smile, her voice a mixture of fondness and wistfulness. “And I'll miss your wonderful ideas and your infectious laughter, Deborah. But I know you’ll all be in good hands.”

      

      Cecilia folded her arms, her expression a mixture of stubbornness and vulnerability. “You better not forget us, Felicity Gibbon.”

      

      Felicity reached out to gently touch Cecilia’s cheek, her touch a reassurance of their unbreakable bond. “Never, Cecilia. None of you. You are the most important people in my life, and I could never forget you.”

      

      Turning her gaze to Ian and Philip, Felicity’s voice held a touch of playful admonishment. “And, you two, behave yourselves and take care of your sisters, all right?”

      

      Ian rolled his eyes with a grin. “You sound like a mother already, Felicity.”

      

      Felicity’s smile softened, her eyes shining with affection. “Well, someone has to look after this chaotic bunch.”

      

      Philip stepped forward, his voice sincere. “I’ll take care of them, Felicity. Don’t you worry.”
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        * * *

      

      Felicity’s new home was a grand and imposing residence, a stark contrast to the familiar warmth of her family’s estate. As Stephen led her through the opulent halls, her eyes took in the intricate details and elegant furnishings, yet her thoughts were mired in uncertainty.

      

      “Is this overwhelming for you, Felicity?” Stephen’s voice cut through her reverie, his gaze fixed on her with a hint of concern.

      

      Felicity managed a small smile, her nerves bubbling beneath the surface. “It is certainly different from what I am accustomed to, Your Grace—Stephen.”

      

      His name on her tongue  still felt foreign.

      

      Stephen nodded, leading her into a spacious sitting room with large windows that overlooked a well-tended garden. “You will find it to your liking, I hope. It is important to me that you feel at home here.”

      

      Felicity turned to face him, her curiosity piqued. “And what will my duties be, Stephen?”

      

      A flicker of amusement danced in Stephen’s eyes as he replied, “You need not concern yourself with such matters, Felicity. I will oversee everything pertaining to the household.”

      

      Her brow furrowed in mild protest. “But I cannot be idle. I am more than capable of contributing.”

      

      Stephen’s lips quirked into a half-smile. “Your willingness to be involved is duly noted, Felicity, but it is my intention to ensure that you are well taken care of. Your well-being is my priority.”

      

      Felicity’s lips pressed into a thoughtful line, a mixture of appreciation and hesitation swirling within her. She knew she would have to address her concerns about this arrangement with Stephen at a more opportune time.

      

      Though a small part of her was thrilled at the idea of the sense of security the Duke brought her—not only financially, but in the embrace of his arms.

      

      The memory of their first kiss, feeling so cradled and cherished and possessed, sent a shiver through her.

      

      As their tour continued, Stephen’s expression grew more serious. “I must inform you, Felicity, that I have pressing matters to attend to away from home. I will be gone for several days.”

      

      Felicity’s heart sank at the news, disappointment flooding her features. “But… this is our honeymoon, dear husband. Shouldn’t we be spending it together?”

      

      Stephen’s gaze held hers, his voice low and tinged with regret. “I understand your sentiments, darling wife. Unfortunately, these plans were set in motion before our recent circumstances compelled our marriage.”

      

      She bit her lip, her determination warring with her shyness. “Perhaps before you depart we could… consummate our marriage?”

      

      A primal spark ignited in Stephen’s eyes, his voice deepening with desire. “Felicity, you tread on dangerous territory.”

      

      Felicity’s cheeks flushed, but her gaze remained steady as she pressed on, emboldened by his response. “Is it not expected of a husband and wife, especially during their honeymoon?”

      

      A tantalizing smile played at the corners of Stephen’s lips. “Tradition holds its own weight, certainly.”

      

      Feeling a surge of boldness, Felicity took a step closer, her voice a seductive whisper. “So, perhaps we could indulge in this tradition before your departure?”

      

      Stephen’s breath hitched, his gaze darkening with unmistakable lust. “Felicity, I advise you to be cautious with your words.”

      

      With a daring glint in her eyes, Felicity persisted. “Or what, dear husband? Will you leave me wanting?”

      

      Stephen’s jaw tightened, his voice low and commanding. “You would be wise to sit and wait like a good wife.”

      

      Felicity’s pulse quickened at his words, a surge of defiance coursing through her. “And what if I do not?”

      

      Their eyes locked in a charged moment, desire and tension swirling between them. Barely a breath could flicker between them before Stephen was upon her, kissing her with a fiery lust that shocked her, coming from the icy Duke.

      

      Heat flared through her where their lips meshed, where his hands roamed across her body, exploring virgin ground.

      

      Felicity gasped as she found pleasure in Stephen’s firm grasp of her bosom over the bodice of her gown, and her core liquified with desire, leaving her shivering and breathless as she gasped, “Please,” directionless, only knowing that she craved more.

      

      Stephen gave a smile—a dark, wicked expression, the first true one Felicity had seen cross his face—and a thrill ran through her at the lust within it.

      

      His voice was deep and authoritative as he said, “You’ll have to sit and wait like a good wife.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      Swinton Hall was vast, a sprawling testament to its rich history, and Felicity intended to explore every nook and cranny of her new home.

      

      As she strolled through the grand halls, she found herself drawn to the portraits that lined the walls. Generations of Swinton ancestors gazed back at her, their eyes seeming to hold stories of their own. She traced her fingers over the ornate frames, her touch gentle as if she could somehow absorb the wisdom and strength that had flowed through the veins of those who had come before her.

      

      Eventually, Felicity made her way to the expansive gardens. The scent of blooming flowers wafted through the air, a delicate symphony of colors and fragrances that soothed her troubled mind. She wandered along the well-tended paths, appreciating the meticulous care that had gone into maintaining the lush landscape.

      

      As she strolled, she noticed a figure kneeling by a bed of roses, gently tending to the blossoms. She approached the gardener, a middle-aged man with a weathered face and hands that bore the marks of years spent working the soil.

      

      “Good day,” Felicity greeted warmly, a genuine smile gracing her lips. “These gardens are truly a sight to behold.”

      

      The gardener looked up from his task, his eyes crinkling in a friendly manner. “Aye, Your Grace, they’ve been tended to with great care over the years.”

      

      Felicity’s curiosity got the better of her, and she gestured toward the roses. “Do you find roses difficult to care for? I’ve always admired them but never had the chance to cultivate them myself.”

      

      The gardener chuckled softly, wiping his hands on a rag. “Roses do require a bit of attention, it’s true. But with the right care, they can flourish beautifully. You need to prune them in the right season, make sure they get enough sunlight and water, and watch out for pests.”

      

      Felicity nodded, her interest piqued. “It sounds like quite the task. Is there anything I can do to help? I’d love to learn more about maintaining the gardens. Especially the roses.”

      

      The gardener’s eyebrows rose, though he kept his surprise to himself. “Well, Your Grace, you needn’t trouble yourself. If there is something amiss, or not to your standards, I am happy to—”

      

      “Oh, no, I’m sorry, that’s not at all what I meant!” Felicity gasped, her eyes widening in horror as she pressed a hand to her mouth. “My apologies. I simply seek to be useful.”

      

      The gardener surveyed her and her pleading eyes, his expression perplexed as he began to slowly shake his head, opening his mouth to politely rebuff her again.

      

      “Please, I would very much like to help. Perhaps I could assist you with the weeding? Just for a short while?”

      

      Felicity’s bright, determined eyes were nearly impossible to say no to.

      

      The gardener sighed. “Well, Your Grace, if you’re willing to dirty your hands, I suppose I could show you the ropes. There’s always plenty of weeding to be done in the gardens.”

      

      Felicity’s heart warmed at the thought of learning a new useful skill and connecting with the staff. “I would be honored,” she replied with enthusiasm. “Please, teach me what you can. I’m eager to contribute however I can.”

      

      The gardener stood up, dusting off his hands. “Very well, Your Grace. We can start by weeding this bed here. It’s a simple task, but an important one to keep the garden healthy.”

      

      Felicity picked up a gardening glove that was lying nearby and joined him by the flowerbed. As they worked side by side, the gardener shared his knowledge, explaining the importance of tending to the plants and the satisfaction that came from watching them thrive.

      

      Time seemed to slip away as Felicity immersed herself in the task, feeling the earth beneath her fingertips and the sense of accomplishment that came with each weed pulled. The gardener’s patient guidance and easy conversation made the experience all the more enjoyable.

      

      Before long, they had transformed the flowerbed into a neat and tidy space.

      

      Felicity surveyed their work with a sense of pride, her heart lighter than it had been in a while.

      

      “I can’t thank you enough for teaching me.” She beamed, genuinely grateful at feeling helpful for the first time since her wedding.

      

      The gardener smiled warmly. “It’s been a pleasure, Your Grace. Your willingness to learn and help is truly appreciated.” He considered her for a moment, his blue eyes sharp in his weathered face, then extended a businesslike hand. “My name’s Will.”

      

      Felicity smiled and took his gnarled hand with a firm grip that made his eyes twinkle in approval. “Wonderful to meet you, Will. I’m Felicity.”
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        * * *

      

      Continuing her exploration, Felicity continued encountering the manor’s staff going about their duties. She exchanged warm smiles and polite greetings with the maids, footmen, and anyone else she crossed paths with. It wasn’t long before her curiosity led her to the bustling heart of the estate—the kitchen.

      

      The scent of freshly baked bread and savory stews filled the air as Felicity stepped into the bustling kitchen. Cooks were busy preparing meals, their hands moving with practiced efficiency. Her presence drew a few curious glances, but she was met with welcoming nods and friendly expressions.

      

      Jasmine Cook, a portly and jovial woman with flour-dusted hands, approached her with a warm smile. “Ah, the new Duchess herself gracing us with her presence. Welcome, Your Grace.”

      

      Her on-the-nose surname seemed to have guided her choice of profession, as she was the head of the kitchen.

      

      Felicity returned the smile, feeling a sense of camaraderie in the kitchen’s lively atmosphere. “Thank you, Cook. I must admit, the fragrances here are quite enticing.”

      

      The cook chuckled, wiping her hands on her apron. “Oh, it’s a busy day, Your Grace. Preparations for tonight’s dinner are already in full swing.”

      

      Felicity’s eyes sparkled with curiosity. “May I assist in any way? I've always enjoyed cooking.”

      

      The cook frowned slightly, tilting her head. “Your Grace, surely you have much more fitting things to do?” she prompted, surprised when Felicity heaved a sigh.

      

      “What is more important than usefulness?” Felicity asked. “I was useful in my old home, in my old life. I miss feeling fulfilled that way.”

      

      “Is there not some needlework to be done to improve the décor? Would that not be ladylike and useful?” The cook asked tentatively, never having had to negotiate such an outlandish request from Modesty or Johanna.

      

      Felicity made a face, though her brown eyes were kind as she met The cook’s eyes. “That’s frivolous busywork, and we both know it. I crave to be truly useful, truly helpful. Please, even something simple and mindless to busy my idle hands.”

      

      The cook sighed in surrender, though her eyes were bright as she handed Felicity an apron. “Well, then, Your Grace, you’re most welcome. We could use an extra pair of hands. How about you wash up and help us shape these pastries?”

      

      As the day passed, Felicity embraced her newfound role with grace and enthusiasm. She kneaded dough, carefully filled pastries, and chatted with the staff as if she had been a part of their world for years. The laughter and camaraderie eased the tension that had been building within her since her encounter with her father.

      

      As the sun began to set, Felicity stepped out of the bustling kitchen, her apron stained with flour and her cheeks flushed with a sense of accomplishment. The staff bid her farewell with appreciative smiles, their camaraderie a reminder of the connections she was forming in the manor.

      

      Walking back through the corridors of the grand estate, she felt reinvigorated. In spite of the challenges she faced, she was determined to make Swinton Hall a place of unity and warmth for herself, her husband, and the staff who worked tirelessly to keep the estate running smoothly.
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        * * *

      

      After dinner, Felicity found herself standing before the heavy oak door to Stephen’s study. Her heart pounded with a mixture of determination and apprehension.

      

      After familiarizing herself with the staff and learning the intricacies of the estate, her husband’s business seemed the next logical step. It could not be much more complicated than her father’s business, which she’d already run for years.

      

      With a deep breath, Felicity knocked gently on the door. A moment later, she pushed it open, revealing the dimly lit study. The room exuded an air of scholarly seriousness, a place where decisions were made and the threads of the estate’s affairs were woven together.

      

      She stepped inside, her footsteps muffled by the lush carpet that spanned the floor. She took a moment to absorb her surroundings—the rows of neatly organized shelves holding an array of volumes and ledgers, the intricate details of the woodwork, and the faint scent of aged parchment that lingered in the air.

      

      Her gaze settled on the desk, which was cluttered with documents and correspondence. With a confident step and experienced eye, she approached it and carefully examined the documents that lay before her.

      

      Hours passed of Felicity sorting through letters, cross-referencing information, and organizing records. Her brow furrowed in concentration as she meticulously recorded details in ledgers and filed away documents in their appropriate places.

      

      With a frown, she noted spots in the ledgers that stood out to her, to be revisited later as possible opportunities to be more frugal.

      

      As the evening wore on, the dim glow of the lamplight cast elongated shadows across the room. Felicity’s determination only grew stronger with each passing minute. She was driven not only by a desire to prove herself, but also by a sense of responsibility to her new estate and its legacy.

      

      Finally, as the last document was sorted and the final ledger closed, Felicity leaned back in the chair with a satisfied sigh. She glanced around the study, now neat and organized, a stark contrast to how she had found it. The silence of the room enveloped her, broken only by the soft crackling of the fireplace.

      

      A sudden knock startled her, and her father was led inside by the butler.

      

      Felicity had to swallow a rush of guilt at being caught at her secret pursuit. Seeing who it was, she told herself that her father’s quick appearance had been because he cared enough to have found out she was spending her honeymoon alone, and not because he was too drunk and destitute to care that she should have been hidden away with herhusband.

      

      Her heart pounded as she faced her father’s intoxicated presence, the study now filled with an unsettling tension. Francis’s gaze remained fixed on her, a mixture of drunken amusement and cold calculation in his eyes.

      

      “Father,” Felicity began, her voice laced with a blend of apprehension and caution. “I’m pleased you’ve visited, but I must confess that this is an unexpected surprise.”

      

      Francis let out a loud, boisterous laugh, swaying slightly as he clutched the wine bottle. “Ah, my dear daughter, surprises keep life interesting, don’t they?”

      

      His words slurred together, his joviality clashing starkly with the heavy atmosphere in the room.

      

      “Felicity, my child,” he continued, his tone almost condescending, “I hear you’ve married a duke now. The unmovable, rich, icy Duke, no less! Quite the accomplishment, I must say.”

      

      Felicity’s cheeks flushed with a mix of frustration and embarrassment. She had hoped to shield Stephen from her father’s vices, to maintain some semblance of dignity even in the face of her family’s chaotic tendencies. What was worse, her father, in his drunken stupor, seemed to have already forgotten that she had gotten married altogether.

      

      “Father, I assure you that my marriage was not undertaken for mere—”

      

      Francis waved his hand dismissively, a smirk tugging at his lips. “Oh, my apologies, my dear. I didn’t mean to insinuate anything untoward. But marrying a duke surely brings with it certain… benefits. For you, and your dear family.”

      

      Felicity’s breath caught as she recognized the insinuation. Her father’s intentions were painfully clear—to secure his own interests through her newfound status. The weight of the situation pressed heavily on her shoulders, and her voice trembled as she tried to navigate the treacherous conversation.

      

      “Father, you misunderstand—”

      

      “Nonsense!” Francis exclaimed, his words louder than necessary in his intoxicated state. “All I’m saying is that a man of such station surely wouldn’t mind extending a helping hand to his new family, would he?”

      

      Felicity’s gaze hardened as she met her father’s unfocused eyes. She had not married Stephen for herself, but to spare her sisters a fate as spinsters. The thought of involving her husband in her father’s selfish schemes was repugnant to her.

      

      “Father,” she spoke, her voice tinged with a mixture of resolve and regret, “I did not marry for your benefit. I will not fund your vices through my marriage.”

      

      Francis’s laughter filled the room again, this time with a bitter edge. “Ah, love. Such an idealistic notion, my dear. But remember, love doesn’t pay debts, does it?”

      

      Felicity didn’t bother to correct him about the reason she had wed the Duke. She was too concerned with how her heart ached as her father’s words cut through her, a reminder of the harsh reality she had always known. Her marriage, now tainted by her father’s manipulative schemes.

      

      She took a deep breath, trying to steady herself, to find the strength to uphold her principles. “Father, I cannot involve my husband in this matter. I will not tarnish the union we’ve formed with such requests.”

      

      Francis’s expression darkened for a moment, his drunken joviality replaced with a flash of anger. “Stubborn as always, Felicity. But mark my words, my dear, you’ll learn soon enough the weight of responsibility.”

      

      Felicity’s heart ached at the truth in his words, the conflict within her deepening. She had always shouldered the weight of responsibility for her family, and now, with her father’s demands pressing down on her, that burden seemed insurmountable.

      

      As Francis staggered toward her, his breath heavy with drink, she could not help but feel the weight of her own choices closing in on her. The crossroads she was facing were fraught with impossible decisions, and she was acutely aware that the choices she made now would shape not only her future but the future of those she loved most.

      

      “Goodbye, Father. You are dismissed.” Felicity refused to let her voice tremble as servants came and escorted him out.

      

      “Will you really fail me this way, Felicity?” Francis called over his shoulder, freeing his arm from the gentle grasp of the butler, pulling a flask from his pocket. “Will you fail your own family like this?”

      

      The butler moved to take the flask as Francis opened it, and Francis jerked away, sloshing dark liquid across Stephen’s lush carpet.

      

      Felicity did not look at him again, though as she stared blindly at the newly-organized desk, tears began to stream down her face. As she rose from the chair, her fingers grazed the edge of the desk almost reverently. This room, once an enigma, had become a space of purpose and determination for her. She had faced the challenge head-on, defying the warnings and embracing the opportunity to prove herself.

      

      And she was nowhere near done.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      Felicity stood before the grand drawing room, her eyes roaming over the elegant furnishings and intricate details that adorned the space. It was a room that had seen countless gatherings and conversations, but now, Felicity had a vision for its transformation. A vision that would breathe new life into this wing of the mansion.

      

      As she sketched out her ideas on a piece of parchment, her mind buzzed with excitement. She had spent significant time researching and planning, consulting with architects and interior designers to ensure that her vision could be realized.

      

      “Your vision is truly a masterpiece, Your Grace.” Mr. Crabwell nodded in approval at Felicity’s finished sketches.

      

      Of course, she had been consulting with Stephen’s head butler on the changes she was planning.

      

      Felicity beamed at the praise.

      

      The time had come to set her plans into motion.

      

      With a determined glint in her eyes, Felicity set off to gather the necessary materials and arrange for the work to begin. She coordinated with craftsmen, selected fabrics, and oversaw every detail of the renovations. It was a task that required her full attention and commitment, and she embraced it wholeheartedly.

      

      Over the next several days, the drawing room underwent a remarkable transformation. The heavy drapes were replaced with lighter, more vibrant fabrics that allowed the sunlight to filter in. The once-muted color palette was infused with soft pastels and touches of gold, casting an air of warmth and sophistication upon the space.

      

      Felicity’s personal touch could be seen in every corner. She carefully selected artwork and décor that reflected her own tastes while honoring the history of the estate.

      

      Mr. Crabwell entered the room slowly, drinking in the progress, his face impassive and his hands clasped behind his back. “The antique pieces have been restored to their former glory,” he said approvingly, in answer to her curious face.

      

      Smiling slightly, the butler continued, “And the fresh flowers on the tables add a lovely touch of natural beauty. A testament to your recent efforts in the gardens, I’m told by Will.”

      

      As the renovations progressed, Felicity found herself deeply involved in every aspect of the process. She worked alongside the craftsmen, offering her input and making adjustments as needed. It was a labor of love, a testament to her dedication to both the estate and her new role as its Duchess.

      

      As Felicity stood in the doorway, her heart swelled with pride. The vision she had held in her mind had become a reality, a testament to her hard work and determination. She could not help but smile as she imagined the gatherings and conversations that would now take place in this rejuvenated space.

      

      Word of the renovations spread throughout the estate, and the staff and residents alike marveled at the transformation. Her efforts had not only breathed new life into the drawing room but had also inspired a sense of renewal and excitement throughout the manor.

      

      “Your Grace, I know you created several lovely arrangements of your own,” the gardener began bashfully.

      

      It was rare to see him inside the manor at all, but now, he was carrying an elaborate floral arrangement into the drawing room.

      

      “I wanted to give you this in congratulations on your hard work here,” he continued, setting the arrangement down.

      

      Felicity’s eyes twinkled with joy. “Thank you, Will, they are wonderful, and just what was missing.” She smiled at her new friend.

      

      The cook bustled into the room with a tray of turnovers. “Your Grace, I believed you would like to celebrate your new room.” She smiled, then winked conspiratorially. “I know you love a good turnover, and you know I’ll take any excuse to make a batch.”

      

      The room, filled with the staff Felicity had befriended and worked beside, was now a testament to her vision, her dedication, and her unwavering determination to shape her new life alongside Stephen in a way that was both meaningful and profound.
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        * * *

      

      The drawing room was not the only room Felicity had tackled. Francis’s drink had stained the carpet in Stephen’s office, and so she had asked the workers to replace it with a nearly identical one.

      

      It was a different shade by just a hair, and Felicity frowned, wondering if Stephen would notice upon his return—if he would be angry at the intrusion. She had chosen a slightly warmer shade out of necessity, and even that delicate change created a warmer, more open feeling in the space.

      

      In spite of her uncertainties over how Stephen would receive her changes, she had been thinking about his return for other reasons.

      

      Felicity felt less alone in the manor now than she had at first, but her newfound friendship with the staff was not the same as having her husband home. True, they were newly wed, and newly introduced, even, but she had grown fond of his stoic face and bright green eyes.

      

      She shivered, remembering the intensity of those eyes, the softness of his hair beneath her hands, his strong body against her own…

      

      There was a significant marital duty yet to be fulfilled between them, and her heart fluttered in her chest at the thought of what was to come.

      

      With a blush rising in her cheeks and a heavy sigh, Felicity abandoned her distracting thoughts and sorted through the few letters that had arrived, ran over the books, and then escaped to the garden.

      

      Will was always ready with a twinkle in his eyes and a kind word as he taught her the finer points of removing weeds so that the flowers could bloom. She had come to cherish these moments in the garden, finding solace and purpose among the roses and the earth. The simple act of weeding brought her joy, satisfaction, and a sense of fulfillment that settled her racing thoughts.

      

      As Felicity knelt by the rose beds, gently plucking away the stubborn weeds, her mind focused solely on the task at hand. The scent of blossoms enveloped her, and the rhythmic work soothed her troubled thoughts.

      

      However, a sudden rustling of leaves caught her attention, causing her to freeze mid-motion. Will had only just left to fetch water for them both, and he could not have returned so quickly.

      

      Felicity turned her head slowly and saw a figure lumbering up the drive, drink in hand. Her heart sank as her gaze settled on her father, his disheveled appearance and the unmistakable scent of alcohol preceding him.

      

      Her stomach clenched with a mix of dread and disappointment. She had hoped to find a moment of tranquility in the gardens, away from the turmoil that thoughts of her family seemed to bring. But it seemed that peace was not to be found, even here.

      

      “Felicity,” Francis slurred, a false geniality in his voice as he drew closer. “My dear daughter, what a pleasant surprise to see you out here, tending to the gardens. And yet, you never deign to dirty your hands helping your poor family.”

      

      Felicity rose slowly, her expression guarded, her brown eyes burning. “Father, what brings you here?”

      

      Francis raised his flask, taking a casual sip before gesturing toward the manor with a sweeping motion. “Just thought I’d pay my dear daughter a visit, see how she’s settling into her new life of luxury.”

      

      Felicity’s heart sank further. She knew that this was no simple visit. Her father’s words were laced with an insidious intent, a calculated ploy to manipulate her.

      

      “I trust everything is well at home?” Felicity inquired, trying to keep her tone neutral and busying herself with removing her gardening gloves.

      

      Will had recently presented her with her own pair, a touching gesture and a testament to their budding friendship. She turned them over and over in her hands, trying to find something to distract her.

      

      Francis waved his hand dismissively, a false smile on his lips. “Oh, you know how it is. The usual troubles and expenses, my dear. And speaking of expenses, I could not help but think of my dear daughters and their future. Debts to settle, dowries to provide… It’s a heavy burden for a father to bear, all alone without your dear mother.”

      

      Felicity’s heart clenched at his words, a mixture of anger and sadness welling up within her. She knew exactly what he was hinting at—using her position and the wealth of her husband to solve his problems once again.

      

      “Father,” Felicity began, an edge to her firm voice. “I am no longer under your care, and my husband’s resources are not to be used to solve your financial woes.”

      

      Her father’s smile wavered, his eyes narrowing as he assessed her resolve. “Now, Felicity, don’t be hasty. A daughter’s duty to her family is a sacred bond.”

      

      Felicity’s eyes flashed with a mix of frustration and disappointment. “And a father’s duty is to care for his children, not exploit them for his own gain. I will not allow you to use me as a means to an end.”

      

      The tension in the air was palpable, both of them locked in a silent battle of wills. Francis seemed taken aback by her unwavering stance, his façade of geniality crumbling.

      

      “Very well,” he said, his tone bitter as he raised his glass to his lips once more. “If you insist on turning your back on your family, then so be it.” He spat on the garden path between them, and Felicity recoiled in disgusted shock.

      

      “Your Grace, I did not know you were expecting company,” Will said, returning with a tray in his hands.

      

      It seemed that the cook had also sent them each a turnover, knowing they were Felicity’s favorites.

      

      The gardener bowed to Felicity respectfully, then turned his gaze to Francis. “Her Grace is done receiving visitors for the day, My Lord. Do you need to be escorted by the stable lads?” he asked politely, though there was a steely edge to his voice.

      

      “You’ll allow your staff to speak to me this way, Duchess?” Francis jeered, but Felicity stared blindly at the pitcher of water on the tray, unmoving.

      

      She had said her piece, and engaging further would only encourage her stubborn father to dig in and fight harder.

      

      “I can see myself out, as my daughter has made it clear how unwelcome and unimportant family is in her life.” Francis scowled, turning and stumbling away.

      

      Even staring at the cook’s thoughtful turnovers, Felicity could not smile. She could not even look up from the tray.

      

      Hearing her father finally begin to walk away, she finally looked up, watching him go with a mixture of sorrow and relief. She knew that this confrontation had been inevitable, a clash between her duty to her family and her duty to herself and her newfound life, but she had hoped for one to be enough. Would she continue fighting this battle with him for the remainder of his life?

      

      “We cannot choose our family, unfortunately,” Will said softly, and Felicity glanced at him in surprise. His blue eyes were hard and cold, locked onto Francis’s retreating back. “But we are blessed by the family we find.” He glanced at her, that twinkle returning to his eyes as he smiled.

      

      Felicity could not help but smile in return. “You’re right, Will. Thank you.” She nodded gratefully.

      

      As the sound of her father’s footsteps faded, she and Will took a break to drink their water and enjoy the turnovers.

      

      When Felicity turned back to the rose garden, her hands were steady as she resumed her work. The act of tending to the earth, of nurturing the fragile blossoms, brought her a sense of calm.

      

      And as she focused on the simple task before her, she felt that inner core of strength within herself—the strength that had carried her through the challenges of her mother’s death and her father’s vices—and wondered if it would be enough to continue weathering the shadow of her father’s manipulations.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      The carriage wheels rolled over the gravel path, the rhythmic sound punctuating the quiet afternoon air. Stephen’s return to Swinton Hall had been long-awaited, his absence marked by the distant hum of responsibilities and obligations that had pulled him away. Now, as the familiar façade of the mansion came into view, a mix of anticipation and uncertainty settled in his chest.

      

      He had been away longer than intended, neglecting the duties and business of the estate, as well as his wife. It did not sit well with him to let so much fall by the wayside.

      

      The carriage rolled to a stop, and Stephen stepped out onto the cobblestone courtyard. His gaze swept over the grandeur of the estate, his keen eyes noticing even the slightest changes since his departure. The rose gardens especially looked bright and well-kept, most likely in anticipation of his return. The gardener had done well.

      

      It was when Stephen stepped inside that the sight of the renovated drawing room caught him off guard. The once-familiar space now bore an entirely different aura, one that seemed to clash with his own. The colors, the décor, all had shifted from his deep dark elegance to… warmth. It was as if he had shrouded his manor in night, and he had returned to find that the sun had risen.

      

      Felicity stood near the center of the room, surveying her handiwork with a contented smile, as if the warm roses and golds of the décor had sprung from her only moments before.

      

      His wife’s presence alone was a reminder of the changes that had occurred in his life, and in his absence—changes that extended beyond the physical aspects of the estate.

      

      “Welcome home, dear husband,” Felicity greeted, her voice warm and inviting, her eyes and smile nearly as bright as the star necklace shining at her throat. “I hope your journey was not too arduous.”

      

      Stephen’s gaze met hers, and for a moment, his thoughts wavered between the unfamiliarity of the room and the warmth in her eyes. “The journey was as expected,” he replied, his tone measured, if not clipped. “And it seems the mansion has undergone some changes in my absence.”

      

      Felicity’s smile remained steady as she approached him. “Yes. I took the liberty of overseeing some renovations to breathe new life into the drawing room. I hope you find the changes to your liking.”

      

      Stephen regarded the room once more, his expression revealing a mix of appreciation and discomfort. “Change can be disconcerting,” he mused, his eyes narrowing slightly as he studied the intricate details of a space that was no longer familiar.

      

      Felicity’s brow furrowed, sensing the tension in his words. “I only intended to enhance the beauty of the space in updating it,” she explained gently. “If you do not approve, I can certainly—"

      

      Stephen raised a hand to halt her words. “No need to undo what has been done,” he replied evenly. “Your efforts are commendable, and I understand the desire to make the space your own.”

      

      Still casting his gaze around the room as if expecting a throw pillow to suddenly leap from a settee and attack him, he did not notice Felicity sag slightly under the weight of his detachment.

      

      Silence hung between them for a moment, the air thick with unspoken thoughts.

      

      Remembering himself, Stephen finally looked into Felicity’s eyes, and he realized that her intentions were rooted in a genuine desire to contribute to their life together.

      

      “As long as the renovations do not extend beyond these walls,” he finally said, his voice softened by a hint of wry amusement.

      

      Felicity’s smile returned, a mixture of relief and gratitude in her expression, though there was something flickering in her eyes that Stephen didn’t trust. “Of course, dear husband. The drawing room alone shall remain my canvas, for now.”

      

      Stephen’s lips quirked into a half-smile, a silent acknowledgment of their differing perspectives. As they stood in the newly transformed room, the discomfort he had initially felt began to recede, replaced by a sense of reluctant acceptance. “I am sorry that the home I have provided my new bride was below standard enough to need immediate renovation.”

      

      His tone was light enough to be taken for a jest, but the way Felicity surveyed him made it clear that she saw the real sense of failure in his eyes.

      

      “It brought me joy to make our home more suitable to our partnership,” Felicity reassured him, resting a warm hand on his arm affectionately.

      

      Stephen nodded at her, glancing away, and noticed that her soft hands had the marks of calluses and dirt upon them.

      

      He frowned. “Dear Felicity, did you do the renovations with your bare hands? I was unaware I had married a carpentress.”

      

      Felicity beamed. “I must admit, I’ve been quite busy during your absence,” she began, her eyes bright with enthusiasm as the pair settled to take tea together. “I’ve taken the time to familiarize myself with the staff and have even assisted with some of the household and garden chores.”

      

      Stephen raised an eyebrow, his expression quizzical. “Assisted with household chores? And the garden? My dear, that hardly seems appropriate. Both for you to ask, and for my staff to indulge.” He frowned slightly, as if wondering exactly who had possessed the gall to allow his duchess to dirty her hands.

      

      Felicity’s excitement wasn’t dampened. “Oh, but it was quite invigorating! Your—our staff has been welcoming, and I believe it’s important for me to establish a connection with them.”

      

      Stephen regarded her with a faint smile, though his tone remained gentle yet firm. “Felicity, there’s no need for you to concern yourself with such matters. You should be able to sit still and focus on your own hobbies and interests.”

      

      Felicity’s brows furrowed, a mixture of surprise and frustration in her expression. “Stephen, you make it sound as though I’m incapable of contributing in any meaningful way.”

      

      Stephen leaned back in his chair, his gaze steady. “I mean no offense, my dear. It’s simply that there are staff members specifically hired to manage the household, and your time could be better spent pursuing activities that bring you joy.”

      

      Felicity tilted her head, a challenge in her eyes. “Ah, so my joy is limited to leisurely pursuits, isn’t it?”

      

      Stephen narrowed his eyes, unused to being challenged, and unable to help noticing the pale column of her throat. “That’s not what I meant.”

      

      “But it’s what you implied,” Felicity retorted, her tone tinged with playful exasperation.

      

      Her chin tipped up in playful defiance, the star on her necklace sparkling, drawing Stephen’s eye to the hollow of her throat, and he swallowed hard, clenching his fist as he imagined her smooth, soft skin under his palm.

      

      His eyes gleamed with a hint of amusement, as well as a darker desire. “You have a way of twisting my words, dear wife.”

      

      “I merely clarify,” Felicity replied with an innocent smile. “And as for my pursuits bringing me joy, I find joy in being proactive, in making a difference within our home. I want to contribute in ways that matter, not just indulge in idle pastimes.”

      

      Stephen’s expression remained composed, his voice gentle yet firm. “Felicity, I understand your intentions, but there is no need for you to take on responsibilities that are not expected of you. Your happiness and well-being are of the utmost importance to me.”

      

      He also noted that the way her eyes burned with passion, her chest rising and falling with her heated breaths, was also of utmost importance to him.

      

      Felicity’s eyes sparked with a mix of frustration and defiance. “And my happiness includes feeling useful and fulfilled, Stephen. I want to make this estate a better place, to leave my mark on it. I want to be an active partner in our marriage.”

      

      Stephen’s gaze met hers, and he slowly took a step closer to her, watching her eyes widen despite the stubborn set of her chin.

      

      Another few, slow steps closed the distance between them entirely, and he took a moment to watch her breasts rise and fall with her quick breaths, her pulse fluttering in the pale column of her throat, before he leaned close to whisper in her ear, “I appreciate your determination, Felicity, but you need not shoulder burdens that aren’t yours to bear.”

      

      Stephen delighted in the visible shiver that ran through his wife’s body as his words caressed the delicate shell of her ear.

      

      A smile touched the corners of Felicity’s lips, genuine affection shining in her eyes as he pulled back to meet her gaze, remaining close within her orbit. “You underestimate me, Stephen. I can handle more than you might think.”

      

      Stephen’s breath released in a rush. “I have no doubt about that. But let’s not forget the importance of finding moments of rest and leisure as well.”

      

      Felicity’s smile softened, a warmth in her gaze. “I promise to find that balance, my dear husband. But also know that being useful is a hobby of mine—a pursuit that brings me immense satisfaction.”

      

      Stephen boomed a surprised laugh, unused to being outsmarted in such a way. “Very well, Felicity. But promise me you won’t overexert yourself.”

      

      His laughter left a rare smile haunting his lips as he surveyed his wife’s impishly determined expression.

      

      Felicity’s playful glint returned, delight in her eyes at having coaxed a laugh out of her stoic husband. “I promise, on one condition.”

      

      Stephen raised an eyebrow. “And what might that be?”

      

      Felicity leaned in slightly, her eyes dancing with mischief. “You join me in my pursuits from time to time. After all, a husband should know how to be useful too.”

      

      Stephen rumbled a soft chuckle, as if it were an aftershock to that rare laugh, a genuine warmth in his gaze. “You drive a hard bargain, my dear. But I suppose I can agree to that.”
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        * * *

      

      Across the dinner table, Stephen watched Felicity as she glanced up at him, uncertain. Knowing that his initial reception of her changes to the drawing room had made her so ill at ease with him, he felt his heart twist and sink in his chest.

      

      “Dear wife,” Stephen began, surprising both of them, and he wavered for a moment as her wide brown eyes watched him with cautious optimism.

      

      He could not disappoint and alienate her further. To do so would be to continue failing in his duties as a husband.

      

      “I do believe…” he continued haltingly. “That the colors you chose for the drawing room are… rather fitting.”

      

      Watching Felicity’s eyes brighten as she sat up straighter, prouder, and beamed at him like a star in the night sky not only eased that twisting in his chest, but it warmed him from the inside out.

      

      “Fitting?” Felicity asked, cocking her head to one side.

      

      “Yes.” Stephen scrambled to find something to reassure her with. “They are warm colors. Like the light of dawn, like the gown you wore the night we met.”

      

      Felicity stared at him, her lips parted slightly in surprise, and he felt his insides twist together uncomfortably again.

      

      “My gown was like dawn?” Felicity finally asked quietly, her eyes shining and overbright.

      

      Stephen felt a jolt of ice stab through him at the idea of her crying.

      

      “You were, yes.” He had never had much practice with romance, but he knew how to compliment his mother and sister. “You glowed with the warmth and radiance of dawn, and I see those colors still in the sparkle of the star at your throat, in the bright warmth of your eyes, and in the colors you decorated our drawing room with in the same way the rising sun paints the hills of the countryside.”

      

      Felicity sighed, a tear leaking out of her eye as she beamed at him, and he felt relief wash over him. He had been right to compliment her—the tears were never those of frustration or disappointment.

      

      “Stephen, no one has ever made me sound so beautiful,” Felicity breathed. “You make me feel as exquisite as dawn, and I am grateful for your affection, dear husband.

      

      “I was so anxious choosing the colors, I did my best to choose ones that we would both find fitting and enjoyable for the drawing room, and the carpet in your office—”

      

      “My office?” Stephen shouted across the dinner table, cutting her off. “You swore only the drawing room was touched!”

      

      Felicity blanched. “Stephen, I was working in there—”

      

      “What work could a wife have in my office?” Stephen bellowed. “My sanctuary? And you must intrude and interfere.”

      

      “I addressed a necessary issue as the Duchess,” Felicity snapped back, bracing her hands on either side of her untouched plate and rising to her feet. “Did you not give your blessing for me to be useful?”

      

      “Useful in hobbies.” Stephen glared. “Help Cook make breakfast, help the gardener arrange flowers for our dinner table, but do not presume to step into the Duke’s role. Remember your place is to sit idly and be admired.”

      

      “Clearly I will not be idle, and I am not admired,” Felicity shot back, her eyes bright and fierce, the star at her throat glinting like an unsheathed sword.

      

      Stephen blinked, remembering himself. “No, Felicity, you are admired, you are quite beautiful—”

      

      “I will not be some useless beautiful plaything for you,” Felicity retorted. “You gave me the impression that we had an understanding that idleness will be the death of me. I cannot bear it, Stephen. I must be useful, I must be worth—”

      

      She cut herself off, but Stephen’s eyes had widened.

      

      Felicity dropped her gaze, glaring at the table as she clenched her hands into fists. “I must make myself worth something. I cannot simply be another burden sitting pretty on your already-laden shoulders.”

      

      “Felicity, I—” Stephen began, but she spoke over him, shocking him into silence.

      

      “Stephen, I truly need to feel useful. I find pleasure in helping Cook, and helping Will, but they are not my partners. How can I call myself your partner if you are the only member of this household I cannot help?”

      

      Her voice lost its hard edge, and she did not wait for an answer before she strode out of the room, abandoning her uneaten dinner.

      

      Stephen slumped back into his seat with a sigh, his face in his hands. He took a moment to collect himself, then summoned a servant.

      

      “Bring my wife her dinner in her chamber. Ensure it is still warm for her,” he commanded, losing himself in thought.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Stephen found himself pondering over Felicity’s reaction during their dinner conversation. Had he not—by her own admission—complimented her, made her feel admired and beautiful and desired?

      

      How could such a tender, genuine moment have gone so awry? How could the sun rise and set on their vulnerable, sweet moment so quickly?

      

      Stephen had hoped that his words would convey his desire to ensure her comfort and happiness, and it astounded him how quickly everything had changed. The change had been as unexpected and unwelcome as the new carpet in his office.

      

      With a determined resolve to mend whatever rift may have formed between them, Stephen sought a way to bridge the gap. He decided to plan a special dinner, a gesture that would hopefully demonstrate his genuine care and consideration for her feelings.

      

      As Stephen walked through the grand hallways of their home, his footsteps echoing in the silence, he paused before the door to the bustling kitchen. The cook looked up from her tasks, surprise evident in her eyes at the sight of the Duke of Swinton standing before her.

      

      “Your Grace,” the cook greeted with a curt nod, her hands still expertly maneuvering pots and pans.

      

      “Good afternoon,” Stephen replied with a nod of his own. “I have a rather unusual request, if you would indulge me.”

      

      The cook’s brow arched in curiosity as her deft hands continued working. “And what might that be, Your Grace?”

      

      “I would like to prepare a dinner for Felicity,” Stephen stated. “I wish to include all of her favorite dishes.”

      

      The cook’s surprise was unmistakable as she momentarily halted her tasks. “All of her favorites, Your Grace?”

      

      Stephen nodded seriously, his eyes scanning the ingredients already laid out. “Yes, I believe it would be a thoughtful gesture.”

      

      The cook’s eyes softened, and a hint of a smile tugged at the corner of her mouth. “Very well, Your Grace. I’ll compile a list of her favorite dishes for you. She has excellent taste. I believe you will both enjoy the meal.”

      

      “Thank you,” Stephen said sincerely. “Your assistance is greatly appreciated.”

      

      With a nod of acknowledgment, he left the kitchen, his thoughts already turning toward the upcoming dinner. He hoped that by preparing a meal consisting of Felicity’s favorite foods, he could convey his desire to understand her better and heal this rift between them.

      

      As the afternoon faded into evening, Stephen found himself immersed in the culinary preparations, taking care to ensure that each dish was executed perfectly. The aroma of savory meats, freshly baked bread, and delicate desserts filled the mansion, creating an atmosphere of anticipation.

      

      The cook nodded with finality, smiling at her handiwork. The dining room was adorned with elegance, the table set with a stunning array of dishes that held the promise of a delightful feast. She had fetched Will, the gardener, and he had needed no convincing to bedeck the room in fresh bouquets of Felicity’s favorite roses from the garden.

      

      As Stephen awaited Felicity’s arrival, a sense of nervous excitement swirled within him.

      

      When Felicity entered the dining room, her steps faltered slightly at the sight before her. The table was a masterpiece of culinary artistry, laden with all her favorite dishes. Stephen stood nearby, his gaze steady and sincere as he met her eyes.

      

      “For you,” he said softly, a genuine warmth in his voice as he nodded at the ornate occasion laid before them.

      

      Felicity’s surprise slowly transformed into a genuine smile, her eyes shimmering with emotion. “Stephen, this is…” She sighed, a giddy release, and beamed. “It’s wonderful.”

      

      As they indulged in the feast, her initial surprise had given way to a sense of genuine delight.

      

      “Stephen, this is truly lovely,” Felicity remarked, a genuine smile gracing her lips. “I must admit, I am surprised by this display of affection.”

      

      Stephen nodded, his face impassible, though his green eyes less like stone cold jade and more like the green of a cool glade deep in the woods. “I’m pleased that you approve.”

      

      Felicity nodded, taking a bite of her favorite salmon, cooked to perfection. “You know, this is the first time I’ve seen you so involved in something as romantic as this. It’s downright charming.”

      

      Stephen met her gaze, his expression softening. “There are many facets to a person, my dear wife, some of which may not be readily apparent.”

      

      He noticed with satisfaction the way she shivered under his gaze.

      

      Encouraged by his response, Felicity leaned in slightly, her star necklace glinting at her throat, as always. “Tell me, then, what’s something about you that most people wouldn’t know?”

      

      Stephen’s eyes gleamed with a touch of amusement, and he cocked his head. It was not often he was asked about himself, and even less frequent for him to divulge any kind of personal information.

      

      But Felicity’s earnestness melted something deep in his core. Theirs had been a forced union, but she had only shown him grace and kindness. Her desire to truly be a good partner was apparent, if not misguided. Perhaps indulging her curiosity would spare further renovations.

      

      “I grew up on a country estate. My favorite childhood mare, Lily, was the first horse I rode. I’ve bred her lineage for years, and I continue to ride her line to this very day,” Stephen said slowly, sitting back in his chair and almost smiling at the memories of traipsing around the countryside.

      

      Felicity’s eyes sparkled with intrigue. “Lily? She must hold a special place in your heart.”

      

      Stephen nodded, a nostalgic smile finally tugging at the corner of his mouth, the expression feeling foreign to him. “Indeed, she does. There’s a unique bond between a rider and their horse, one that can’t be easily explained.”

      

      Heaving a sigh, he continued, “As Lily got on in years, she had to retire from our escapades. She spent a few years as a broodmare, and now I ride her offspring, and she is happily retired in the pasture here.”

      

      Stephen hesitated, but the sincere interest in Felicity’s eyes encouraged him to add, “We were young together, she was given to me young and unbroken. We learned together how not to argue but to communicate. Lily and I ran wild through the countryside, and I have not felt such unburdened freedom since.”

      

      As the conversation flowed, Felicity found herself sharing anecdotes from her own upbringing, her family, and her childhood escapades. Perhaps she had not known the freedom he had shared with Lily, but she had known wildness in her siblings.

      

      For the first time, Stephen felt a tug at his chest toward his wife, and not the usual one of fiery desire, but a different heat. While desire was a passionate, bright burn, this was the slow, fulfilling warmth of long-lasting embers. A deep fondness softening him.

      

      “I’m sorry you have missed the freedom you shared with Lily, what with being shackled to your responsibilities all these years,” Felicity began, taking a sip of wine as if for courage.

      

      Stephen tilted his head slightly, curious about the blush rising in her cheeks.

      

      Was it simply the wine? Or perhaps something else?

      

      In spite of her blush and tentative expression, her brown eyes gleamed with determination. “Perhaps I can help shoulder your burdens, so you may find that freedom again. You know, while I was organizing your study, I noticed something in your financial records. It seems there’s an opportunity to spend less money on—”

      

      Stephen’s expression tightened, and his tone grew curt. “Felicity, I appreciate your efforts, but there are matters that I handle myself. You needn’t concern yourself with my financial affairs.”

      

      Felicity’s enthusiasm waned, her shoulders falling as the light in her eyes dimmed. She cast her gaze downward, her words softening, and even the star at her throat refused to sparkle. “I only thought I could help, Stephen. I didn’t mean to overstep.”

      

      A heavy silence hung between them, the atmosphere tense with unspoken words. Stephen’s stern façade wavered as he watched Felicity’s shoulders slump, pushing what was left of their dinner around her plate with her fork to look busy. His own words echoed in his mind like an admonishment.

      

      Regret washed over Stephen, and he sighed inwardly. He only sought to protect her from the burdens he carried, as he had always been taught to shield others from the weight of the world. His mother and sister demanded a life of never having to lift a finger, so of course his wife deserved the same standard.

      

      But in doing so, he had clearly torn something delicate he and Felicity had.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Felicity paced restlessly in her bedchambers, the soft rustle of her dressing gown echoing her impatience. She had been waiting, her anticipation building, for what felt like an eternity. First, sprawled perfectly carelessly across her bed with a book, to look innocently surprised by her husband’s arrival…

      

      Yet, Stephen’s presence remained conspicuously absent.

      

      As time wore on, she began to shuffle around the bed, changing positions, eyes on the door. At one point, Felicity realized she had been holding her book upside down. She was paying so little attention to it as she awaited the arrival of her husband.

      

      As time passed, she gave up on trying to appear innocently alluring, and paced, alternating between indignation and anxiety over Stephen not coming.

      

      Finally, her curiosity and impatience got the better of her.

      

      With a determined breath, Felicity made her way through the corridors, her stride confident in spite of her heart pounding against her chest as she approached Stephen’s chambers.

      

      At the door, she hesitated. It would be good manners to knock, but this was her husband… and he had neglected her for far too long.

      

      Lifting her chin defiantly, Felicity did not knock. Boldly pushing the door open, she stepped inside, her gaze immediately locking onto Stephen’s surprised expression. She could not help but feel a spark of satisfaction at the sight of his genuine astonishment.

      

      Those wide green eyes could not help but roam over her body, nearly making her smile in spite of the righteous indignation that had driven her here.

      

      “Stephen,” Felicity greeted with a playful smile, her voice carrying a hint of mischief, though there was an edge to her tone and eyes, betraying her irritation at not being attended to.

      

      “Felicity?” Stephen’s surprise was evident in his voice, his brows arching slightly. “What brings you here?”

      

      Felicity’s smile only widened, and she stepped further into the room, her gaze traveling over him as the heat of anger shifted to a much more pleasurable fire in her core. She could not deny the thrill that coursed through her as her eyes took in the sight of him shirtless, reclined on his bed with a book of his own. It was right side up, so he had clearly not been distractedly waiting for her.

      

      “Do you have any intention of fulfilling our marital duties?”

      

      Felicity didn’t beat around the bush, instead cocking her head and raising her chin to look down her nose at her nonplussed husband.

      

      The question hung in the air, laden with meaning, as Stephen’s brows furrowed in confused surprise. “Marital duties? I thought you were still angry with me after our conversation at dinner.”

      

      Felicity sighed, her eyes locking onto his intense gaze. “I’m not angry, Stephen. We’ll have that conversation over and over, until we’ve reached a compromise. I will assume some duties, but as far as you fulfilling marital duties, I’m just… impatient.”

      

      Stephen turned toward her, his expression enigmatic. “Impatient?”

      

      Felicity was sure she could see him fighting to remain relaxed and unbothered on the bed as she pushed the door shut with a decisive snap and took a step closer into the room.

      

      Her lips curved into a wry smile, a glint of a challenge in her eyes. “Yes. For a man who exudes control and rigidly adheres to every last responsibility, it seems you’ve chosen to neglect a rather significant one.”

      

      There was an edge to her tone, though whether it was from desire or true frustration, neither was entirely sure. Perhaps it was both.

      

      Felicity took another very deliberate step closer.

      

      A tense silence followed for a beat, the atmosphere in the room growing charged as Stephen seemed to grasp the underlying meaning of her words, and her dogged determination to assume her share of duties.

      

      His lips shifted slightly upward at one corner, the merest hint of a possible smile. “Careful what you say to me, Felicity.”

      

      In spite of the heat radiating from his eyes, Felicity met his gaze unflinchingly, her voice steady, if not overly innocent, as she fluttered her eyelashes at him. “I’m merely stating a fact. We are married, after all.”

      

      She took another step toward the bed.

      

      Book long discarded, a hint of something darker flickered in Stephen’s eyes as he surveyed his wife with a mix of desire and a predatory hunger. Felicity felt a thrill flutter through her, her pulse and breath quickening.

      

      “Indeed, we are,” Stephen rumbled, his low, rough voice drawing her another step closer.

      

      Felicity felt herself helpless to escape the gravity of his desire, her fingers grazing the fabric of the sheets as she finally reached the foot of his bed, lingering.

      

      Holding her husband’s gaze, she continued, “And in this new chapter of our lives, I believe certain… expectations should be met.”

      

      She took another certain step, now level with Stephen’s knees. In spite of the control he had over his stony expression, Felicity noticed good and well that there were other clear, physical signs of his desire for her.

      

      The tight muscles of his clenched jaw, the bright fire in his eyes, the sudden bulge in the blanket draped over him from the waist down.

      

      Stephen’s gaze held a dangerous edge, a glint of something primal in his eyes. “Expectations?”

      

      Felicity’s voice remained steady, her resolve unyielding, as she took another step and drew level with his hips, smiling impishly. “Yes. Expectations that you, as my husband, should fulfill. A shared duty, even, between husband and wife.”

      

      A spark of intensity ignited in Stephen’s gaze, his voice a low rumble as he warned his wife, again, “Felicity, be cautious with your words.”

      

      Felicity met his dark intensity with her own determination, a daring challenge in her eyes and a wicked smile on her lips. “Or what, Stephen? What would happen if I called on you to perform your matrimonial duties? What would you do if I pushed the boundaries of your control?”

      

      A heartbeat passed, the tension between them nearly suffocating. Then, unexpectedly, Stephen’s lips curled into a dangerous smile that knocked the breath clean out of her. “You may just find out.”

      

      “That’s very noncommittal. Not very promising, for a man who has neglected his wife this long already…” Felicity shrugged, and shifted to take a step back, but found herself cut off.

      

      Stephen bolted upright on the bed, his eyes hard and burning as he seized Felicity, one hand on her wrist, the other on her waist, and yanked her down on top of him on the bed.

      

      “I will not neglect my duties, nor will I neglect my wife any longer,” he growled as he clamped one arm around Felicity’s waist, cementing him to her, and twisted the other into her hair, which she had worn loose for bed.

      

      Felicity gasped at the delicious sensation of just enough pain to be pleasurable, her body melting into his. She moaned as he tightened his grip on her hair and bucked her hips against him, seeking friction to combat the overwhelming need budding in her core.

      

      Her writhing had shifted the blankets away from Stephen, revealing that more than just his chest was bare, and she gasped again.

      

      Had he been waiting to see if her perceived anger would keep her away, much as she had been waiting for him?

      

      The thought fell from her head as quickly as she had it, distracted by his strong chest beneath her hands as she began exploring his body.

      

      “Stop,” Stephen commanded, but Felicity continued running her hands over his chest, across his shoulders—

      

      Felicity froze as Stephen pulled her head back, his hand fisted in her hair.

      

      “I told you to stop,” he whispered against her throat, and she whimpered lustfully in reply, shivering.

      

      Stephen pulled back to look Felicity in the eye, the intensity of need, of desire, in his gaze immediately locking her into his orbit.

      

      Voice dangerously low, he continued, “This is your last chance. If we continue, you will be mine in more than name. I will take all of you.”

      

      Somewhere deep inside her, Felicity felt her heart swell with affection that her husband was so caring about what she could want at this moment. It only added to the overwhelming desire quaking through her.

      

      “Then take me,” Felicity replied.

      

      Stephen used his grip on her hair to rip her down to him, kissing her as if she were oxygen and he a drowning man. His tongue slid across her lower lip, then dominated her mouth.

      

      Felicity moaned, burying her hands in his thick, dark hair, only for him to reach up and catch her wrists. In a flash, he maneuvered her so she was pinned beneath his body, and he peeled her dressing gown off of her, leaving her bare, before beginning to kiss her throat.

      

      Felicity sighed and let her head tip back, her chin raised not in defiance, but to invite Stephen’s rough kisses. She was so consumed by the heat of her own desire, she was almost unaware of the way she tried to free her hands to touch him… until he tightened his grip on her wrists.

      

      “You are mine,” Stephen growled against her ear, and she bucked her hips against his again as wild lust seared through her.

      

      She could feel him, rigid with desire for her.

      

      Stephen shifted so only one hand was pinning Felicity’s wrists, his other hand gently cupping her face, making her meet his gaze.

      

      Felicity panted, her breasts heaving against Stephen’s chest as his gaze rooted her in place. There was an intense desire burning in his eyes as the sun burned in the sky.

      

      Seeing his own need mirrored in her eyes, Stephen gave her another rare smile—a dark, wild expression that sent a thrill through her, making her writhe against his body.

      

      “You are mine,” Stephen repeated, then thrust deep inside her.

      

      Felicity cried out, a wordless exclamation of pain that shifted to a loud moan of pleasure as Stephen slowly shifted back, then thrust back inside her with agonizing slowness.

      

      Stephen, sheathed entirely inside his bride, groaned in pleasure, then made another slow, almost lazy thrust inside her.

      

      Felicity’s eyes went wide, her lips slightly parted as her breath caught in her throat. The animalistic expression on Stephen’s face, the dark hunger for her in his eyes, the rough, unrestrained strength with which he kept her pinned, all of it coursed through her, collecting in her core and pulsing there.

      

      Her husband was torturing her on purpose, she realized.

      

      Made bold by the wildfire of desire coursing through her, Felicity bucked her hips again, trying to find a more rhythmic pace, but Stephen slammed into her, eliciting a pleasurable cry from her, pinning her to the bed with his body.

      

      Felicity groaned in frustration, “Stephen, please.” She squirmed as best she could, trying to find some leverage, but she was entirely at his mercy.

      

      “That sounds very… demanding, dear wife,” Stephen replied teasingly, refusing to move, simply watching her writhe beneath him, desperate for him. “If anything, I believe that, after storming my bedchambers with your lewd demands, you should be begging for me tonight.”

      

      How could he joke at a time like this, when his wife was nearing madness with need for him, from the pure heat pooling and roiling at her core?

      

      Felicity hesitated for only the briefest of moments, considering refusing just to prove a point, but then another wave of absolute need seared through her as the Duke shifted slightly.

      

      “Please, Stephen,” Felicity whined, letting her desperation for him bleed into her voice. “Please.”

      

      Stephen slowly released her hands, beginning to trace his hands down the insides of her arms, watching as she shivered under his light touch. When Felicity shifted, reaching to touch and explore him in kind, he immediately pinned her wrists again.

      

      “Don’t you dare.” His dark whisper sent shivers through her entire body, making her gasp. “I will see to you when I am good and ready. Do. Not. Move.”

      

      Felicity whimpered in protest but stayed perfectly still. Even just watching Stephen as he gazed at her with those insatiably lustful eyes, the way he took his time deliberately tracing his fingers along the path they had just traveled just to torture her had her absolutely quivering.

      

      The unbearable heat Felicity felt smoldering within her, burning between their bodies seemed to draw all the air from her lungs, from the room, leaving her gasping and heaving as she tried to stay still as the Duke had commanded.

      

      Feeling her husband’s fingertips against her bare, sensitive skin was the most incredible, wonderful torture she had ever experienced, and she groaned in wordless frustration from having to keep still.

      

      Without pulling back, Stephen began to rock his hips against hers, leaning down to kiss her as she cried out in frustrated pleasure, arching her back and gasping, her eyes wide, as he hit a spot inside of her that electrified her.

      

      Feeling his wife’s walls clench around him, Stephen growled in pleasure and began thrusting frantically, kissing her nearly as hard as he found a viciously pleasurable rhythm.

      

      Felicity gasped and moaned loudly into the kiss, instinctively bucking her hips to meet his thrusts and seeing constellations begin to twinkle at the edges of her vision as together they found a spot that unleashed the heat coiled within her.

      

      “Stephen,” Felicity nearly screamed, arching beneath him, his name fading to a wordless cry, which he stifled by clasping his palm firmly over her mouth, forcing her to look him in the eye even as he shuddered and growled with a final thrust as he found his own release and collapsed against her.

      

      Hand still pressed firmly against Felicity’s mouth, the Duke pressed his sweat-slicked forehead to hers, still staring intensely into her eyes as they both were rocked by aftershocks jolting through them, making each other gasp, hearts still racing.

      

      Felicity stared up at Stephen, her eyes wide, the lust finally beginning to clear from her expression like clouds fleeing before the sun, and he removed his hand from her mouth.

      

      “Stay with me tonight,” Stephen said evenly, and Felicity recognized it for what it was—a request, not a command.

      

      “Happily, dear husband.” She smiled in reply, nearly surprised by how gently he folded her body against his own and cradled her as they bathed in the afterglow of their union.
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        * * *

      

      As dawn's chilly light filtered through the room, Felicity awoke, shivering slightly in spite of the luxurious sheets that surrounded her. The empty space beside her felt cold, a stark reminder of the absence of the man who had ignited a passionate fire within her just hours before.

      

      Hers thoughts drifted to her cold and complicated husband, a man whose usual demeanor was as frigid and distant as the morning mist. In spite of all his distance and detachment, the memory of their intimate encounter the night before painted a vivid contrast against the canvas of his icy exterior. The scorching desire he had stirred in her, the way he had made her body burn for him, was a testament to the depth of their shared desire.

      

      Felicity’s fingers trailed over her heated skin, recalling the way Stephen’s touch had seared her, leaving an indelible mark on her senses. It was as if her husband’s passion had somewhat thawed the ice that encased him, revealing a side of him that was as intense and fiery as the passion they had shared.

      

      The memory of his kisses, the way he had commanded her, body and soul, with such fervor, played like a tantalizing melody in her mind.

      

      How was it possible that the cold man who exuded such aloofness could awaken such burning desire within her? The contrast between his usual demeanor and the passionate need he had ignited within her was both bewildering and exhilarating.

      

      Felicity’s heart raced as she remembered the strength of his hold, the urgency in his touch. It was a far cry from the calculated control he typically maintained. And as the morning light painted the room in a soft glow, she found herself grappling with the intoxicating blend of fire and ice that defined her husband.

      

      With a mixture of wonder and uncertainty, Felicity allowed herself to revel in the memory of their consummated marriage. She had glimpsed a side of Stephen that few had seen, a side that had left her consumed by a fierce longing.

      

      As she lay in the aftermath, the memory of his fiery touch, heated gaze, and burning desire warmed her from within, a stark contrast to the cool emptiness of the space beside her.

      

      And as the dawn continued to break, Felicity could not help but wonder how a man as icy and detached as Stephen had managed to kindle a fire within her that burned with such intensity.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      In Stephen’s dimly lit study, the air seemed to grow a few degrees colder as Modesty entered. The Dowager Duchess exuded an aura of aristocratic refinement, her regal posture a testament to her standing in Society. Stephen regarded her with a mixture of formality and distant acknowledgment.

      

      “Stephen, dear,” Modesty began, her voice carrying a distinct air of practiced charm. “I trust you’re well. I’ve come with a rather modest request.”

      

      Stephen raised an eyebrow, though unsurprised by the nature of this visit or Modesty’s all-business approach, his gaze fixed upon her. “Voice your needs, Mother. You know I always do my best to provide for you as well as my siblings.”

      

      “Family is one’s deepest duty,” Modesty mused absentmindedly in agreement as she glanced around the room, as if assessing its grandeur, before returning her gaze to her son. “I was thinking of acquiring a new house in Bath, a more suitable residence for my stature.”

      

      Stephen’s lips tightened into a thin line. “We already possess a residence in Bath, Mother. It merely requires renovations to meet your exacting standards.”

      

      “Renovations take time, and I would like to enjoy the comforts of Bath now, in the most updated and luxurious manner, as I so deserve, don’t you agree?” Modesty pressed.

      

      “Mother, you shall have your house in Bath,” Stephen replied. Modesty began to smile before he continued, “When the renovations are complete.”

      

      Her pleased expression turned into a scowl. “The renovations are not even planned, let alone begun. How much time do you think your old, dear mother has left to enjoy such things?” she wheedled.

      

      “You are in excellent health, Mother. Your physician assures me that your frequent holidays are spent positively convalescing by the seaside.”

      

      The Dowager Duchess’s lips pursed slightly, but she nodded in reluctant agreement. “Very well, I shall wait for the renovations to be completed.”

      

      As she spoke, a hint of a smile touched her lips, a knowing glint in her eyes. “I must admit, Stephen, I was rather surprised to see your bride running about the estate, managing things as if she were the lady of the house.”

      

      Stephen’s gaze hardened, his voice taking on a warning edge. “Felicity is my wife, and as such, she is well within her rights to involve herself in the estate’s affairs.”

      

      Modesty’s tone was laden with disapproval. “It is highly unbecoming for a lady of her station to concern herself with such matters. Your father would never have allowed it.”

      

      Stephen’s jaw tightened as he suppressed a surge of frustration. “Times change, Mother. Felicity has her own strengths, her own interests, and I see no reason to limit her.”

      

      Modesty’s raised eyebrow and dismissive smile conveyed her skepticism, but Stephen was unyielding in his stance.

      

      “I suggest, Mother, that you refrain from criticizing my wife’s actions. Felicity and I understand each other perfectly well.”

      

      The Dowager Duchess’s lips curled into a polite smile, though the disapproval remained evident in her eyes. “Very well, Stephen. I shall respect your wishes.”

      

      After she left, her words lingered in the air, their weight settling upon Stephen’s thoughts. He had always been one to uphold tradition, to maintain the standards set by his late father. Yet, lately, he had found himself allowing Felicity to step beyond the boundaries of convention. It was a stark contrast to his usual demeanor, and her actions had caused a ripple of unease within him.

      

      As he stared out of the window, his thoughts churned.

      

      Why had he allowed Felicity to take on more duties? Was it a desire to appease her, to make her feel at home in their new life? Or had he simply been caught off guard by her determination and independence?

      

      The Dowager Duchess’s words had ignited a spark of doubt within him, prompting him to question his own motives and decisions.

      

      The clash between tradition and change raged within him, and Stephen found himself grappling with a sense of uncertainty that he hadn’t experienced in years.

      

      The memory of his late father’s strict adherence to propriety and his mother’s disapproval lingered, serving as a constant reminder of the expectations that had shaped his upbringing.

      

      As the fire crackled in the hearth, Stephen’s mind remained in turmoil. The choices he had made—allowing Felicity to step beyond the confines of convention—seemed to be at odds with his own sense of duty and the legacy he had inherited. And as he contemplated the implications of his actions, he could not help but question his worth as a husband and provider.

      

      Was he failing Felicity by allowing her to shoulder more burdens, or was he simply adapting to the changing times and dynamics of their marriage?

      

      The answers remained elusive, and his unease persisted, casting a shadow over his thoughts and unsettling the very foundation of his convictions.

      

      Stephen sat at his desk, trying to concentrate on the work spread across his desk, but it was no use. He could not stop thinking about what Modesty had said earlier that day.

      

      His mother had made such subtly disparaging remarks about Felicity. The anger he felt at her disapproval was easier to focus on than the twisting guilt. Stephen knew that Felicity was a kind and generous person. And he hated to see her being treated so poorly, by his own mother, when she could not defend herself.

      

      She had done nothing wrong. Simply… unorthodox.

      

      Casting his gaze around the room for a distraction from his thoughts, Stephen’s eyes fell on the new carpet. It was not exactly like the old one, but this one was certainly fresher, cleaner, and didn’t have a faint tread worn into it where he liked to pace by the windows and fireplace.

      

      Perhaps it wasn’t so much of a change, but a refreshing, he realized.

      

      Just then, Felicity knocked and tentatively entered the office, a basket of roses in her arms. “Hello, Stephen,” she said. “I know change is the last thing you want, but I thought these could be a peace offering, of sorts. To brighten your office and remind you that I meant no harm.”

      

      Stephen put down his papers and stood from his desk. He surveyed Felicity and realized that she was anxiously scanning his face for any kind of warmth or tenderness, those expressions so freely given among her own family, but alien among his own.

      

      Knowing she needed the reassurance, Stephen allowed himself to smile, unaware that the expression was small and crooked across his face, but seeing her relax and smile in return was all it took to broaden the expression on his face.

      

      “They are as beautiful as the woman who tended to them,” he complimented, knowing that when his mother or sister showed off their needlework, they wanted to be complimented as well as their effort. “You are gifted in the garden, dear wife.”

      

      Stephen crossed the room to take a decorative vase from the mantle above the fireplace and poured some water into it from the pitcher of his desk, motioning Felicity over.

      

      Together, they began arranging the roses in the vase.

      

      Stephen lost himself in Felicity’s conversation. She was talking about how excited she was about the roses and the work she had been doing with Will. She stated that, when they bloomed, the salmon-colored roses would look beautiful on the dinner table.

      

      Their fingers brushed as they carefully arranged the flowers, mindful of the thorns, and Stephen admired her small, pale hands as they rubbed against his own, warm and lingering.

      

      He caught her hand in his, and Felicity looked up at him, wide-eyed as he held her gaze and slowly raised her hand to press his lips to her fingers.

      

      Felicity’s lips parted, and her chest rose in a deep breath. Stephen felt heat rise within him as he watched her body react to him, the bright desire growing in her eyes.

      

      He gently turned her hand to press a soft kiss to her palm, then dragged his lips across her skin to kiss the inside of her wrist. Felicity sighed, taking a half step closer, and he playfully nipped at the inside of her wrist, drawing a small gasp from her.

      

      Stephen began to shift closer, but suddenly, his mother’s words rang in his head, clanging like a church bell. He felt a pang of guilt, knowing that he should not be indulging in Felicity’s conversation, rewarding her inappropriate work with the staff with this affection.

      

      He should be putting some distance between them. Felicity would never stop with her inappropriate pursuit of duties if he encouraged her by compliments or any other form of affection.

      

      Stephen cleared his throat. “I cannot indulge further distractions. I should back to my work,” he said.

      

      Felicity looked up at him. “Oh,” she said, disappointment clear in her eyes and tone. “Of course.” She took a step back from him and smiled sadly. “Thank you for your help arranging the roses, Stephen.”

      

      Stephen felt that warmth within him snuff out, twisted by that familiar cold, uncomfortable feeling. “Of course, Felicity. Though they will only last for so long.”

      

      Seeing Felicity’s shoulder sag made him wish he could take his words back, recall them from the air and swallow them again before they could hurt her. But she needed to be dissuaded from her unorthodox pursuits, and logic had failed.

      

      Felicity mutely nodded and turned away as Stephen sank back into his chair behind his desk, watching her retreat until the door shut. But there was no concentrating on his work. All he could think about was the way her light had gone out and watching her slump out the door.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    
      In the hushed stillness of their shared chambers, Felicity’s gaze lingered on her husband’s form as he stood by the window, his profile illuminated by the soft moonlight. She longed to bridge the growing rift between them, to shatter the invisible wall that seemed to have risen between them. It was a feeling that had been gnawing at her, an ache born from a desire for intimacy and connection.

      

      On the nights they spent together, when the world was cloaked in darkness and their bodies were entwined, Felicity sensed a fleeting glimpse of the man he truly was. At those moments, it felt as if he allowed himself to shed the armor of his icy exterior and be vulnerable with her. The warmth of his touch, the intensity in his gaze, they were all evidence of a connection that ran deeper than words.

      

      But as the days unfolded, that closeness evaporated, leaving Felicity grappling with a growing sense of frustration and yearning. She had hoped that their marriage would bring them closer, that they would become partners in every sense of the word. Yet, the invisible barrier remained, leaving her to wonder if she was missing something crucial, something that stood between them like an unspoken truth.
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        * * *

      

      That evening, Felicity and Stephen were sitting in the renovated drawing room. Stephen was reading a book, while Felicity was sewing, only the faint crackle of the fireplace breaking the silence as it battled the faint evening chill that was beginning to creep into the air.

      

      “Stephen,” Felicity broke the silence, her voice hesitant enough for Stephen to look up sharply in concern, and she winced under his sharp gaze.

      

      The intensity on Stephen’s face softened slightly as he saw her flinch, and his voice was tempered as he asked, “Yes?”

      

      “I have something to tell you,” Felicity said slowly, studying her his reaction closely.

      

      Seeing Felicity’s unease, Stephen asked, “You haven’t renovated another room, have you?”

      

      Felicity, delighted by the joke, smiled and relaxed. “Now that you mention it, I do believe the dining room may need some of my attention—” she began with a wicked grin, but Stephen cut her off.

      

      “Please, mercy, my dear wife. What is on your mind?”

      

      “I received a letter from my brother Philip today,” Felicity replied, feeling the smile slide from her lips. “He’s invited us to dinner.”

      

      “Dinner with your family? At Elbury?”

      

      Felicity nodded slowly. “Yes, with all my siblings.”

      

      “Only your siblings?” Stephen frowned, though he remembered good and well her father’s flaws which she had confessed to when trying to warn him away from marrying her. “Could we delay until we’re sure the Earl is away on business?”

      

      “I don’t believe Philip would have invited us if my father were present,” Felicity replied. “He knows that I won’t risk my marriage with my father’s vices… and it’s important to me. I miss my brothers and sisters,” she mumbled quietly, dropping her gaze to the embroidery in her lap as heat rose in her cheeks.

      

      It felt childish to miss her siblings as much as she did, and she could never mention how she missed feeling as useful as she had there.

      

      Stephen nodded slowly. “All right,” he said. “We’ll accept their most gracious invitation.”
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        * * *

      

      Despite having requested it, Felicity had been dreading their trip to visit her former home. She wondered anxiously if it were better for Stephen to forget the chaos of her siblings—making it all the easier to forgive—or for him to fully remember how wild they were.

      

      Her guts twisted terribly at the possibility—however unlikely, given Philip’s invitation—that Francis could be present, which would certainly be worse than making excuses for his absence.

      

      Stephen watched as Leah’s eyes widened with delight when she unwrapped the sketchbook. “Oh, Your Grace, it’s beautiful!” zhe exclaimed, her voice bubbling with enthusiasm.

      

      He nodded warmly at her, pleased by her reaction. “I’m glad you like it, Leah. I thought it might be the perfect canvas for your artistic talents.”

      

      Leah’s fingers delicately traced the soft leather cover of the sketchbook, her excitement palpable. “It’s more than perfect, it's… it's everything I’ve ever wanted. Thank you so much.”

      

      Stephen inclined his head graciously. “You’re very welcome, Leah. I have no doubt you’ll fill those pages with incredible drawings.”

      

      Cecilia, who had been observing with a hint of curiosity, could not help but interject, “It’s quite a thoughtful gift, Your Grace. But do you really think a sketchbook will keep her out of trouble?” Her tone held a teasing edge.

      

      Stephen chuckled, his eyes dancing with amusement. “Well, Cecilia, I believe that creativity has a way of keeping one occupied, and who knows, perhaps Leah will discover new passions through her art.”

      

      Leah beamed at him, her gratitude evident. “I promise, Your Grace, I'll make good use of it.”

      

      Stephen nodded, pleased to see her enthusiasm. “I have no doubt you will, Leah. Now, shall we see what gifts the others have received?”

      

      Cecilia’s gift was a small yet intricately designed silver locket. Her eyes sparkled as she delicately held the silver jewelry in her hands. “Oh, Your Grace, it’s positively exquisite!” she exclaimed, her fingers tracing the delicate patterns engraved on its surface. “I’ve never seen anything quite like it.”

      

      Felicity watched Stephen’s expression, stoic as always, though his eyes were bright as he appreciated Cecilia’s genuine enthusiasm and gratitude. “I’m delighted you like it, Cecilia. It’s a locket for you to keep your secrets or anything else you hold dear.”

      

      Cecilia grinned mischievously, a twinkle in her eyes. “Secrets, you say? Well, it’s perfect for that, but I’ll have to think of something truly special to put inside.”

      

      Felicity chimed in, her tone teasing, “Knowing you as well as I do, I’m sure you’ll come up with something suitably intriguing, dear sister.”

      

      Cecilia leaned closer to Stephen, her voice low and conspiratorial. “Perhaps I'll start by hiding all of Leah’s sketching secrets in here. Who knows what she’ll get up to now that she has that sketchbook?”

      

      Leah, her cheeks flushed with laughter, playfully swatted at her older sister. “You wouldn’t dare!”

      

      Felicity joined in their laughter as Stephen replied, “I have no doubt that whatever secrets you choose to keep, Cecilia, they will be well-guarded.”

      

      For Ian, Stephen chose a finely crafted pocket watch.

      

      Stephen presented the timepiece to Ian with a knowing look. “Ian, I thought this might suit your lively spirit,” he said, handing over the elegant watch.

      

      Ian’s eyes widened with appreciation as he held the watch, his fingers tracing the intricate designs on the case. “Your Grace, this is remarkable! I can’t thank you enough. It’s a fine piece.”

      

      Felicity nodded in agreement, her voice filled with admiration. “It’s a thoughtful gift, indeed. You always have a way of making the best of any moment, and a pocket watch seems to capture that spirit perfectly.”

      

      Ian’s jovial nature shone through as he chuckled. “Well, I do my best, dear sister. And with this, I’ll make sure to keep us all on time.”

      

      Stephen nodded approvingly. “I have no doubt you will, Ian.”

      

      For Deborah, Stephen had chosen a finely crafted journal with cream-colored pages and an intricately embossed pattern on the leather cover. As he handed it to her, he said, “Deborah, I noticed your thoughtful and creative spirit. This journal is for you to fill with your ideas, dreams, and plans.”

      

      Deborah’s face lit up as she accepted the gift. “Oh, how lovely! Thank you, Your Grace!” she exclaimed, her eyes shining with appreciation.

      

      Cecilia leaned over and peered at the journal. “It’s perfect for you, Deborah. You can jot down all your schemes and ideas in there,” she teased with a playful grin.

      

      Deborah blushed, but her smile remained radiant. “I’ll be sure to do that, Cecilia.”

      

      Leah, who had been watching with curiosity, chimed in, “And I can draw pictures for your journal, Deborah! We can make it even more special.”

      

      Deborah’s eyes sparkled with excitement. “That sounds wonderful, Leah. Thank you for the offer.”

      

      “Philip, I’ve chosen something that I hope will be both practical and meaningful for you.” Stephen opened the box to reveal a finely crafted pocketknife with an intricately carved handle.

      

      Philip’s eyes widened in surprise as he took the pocketknife in his hand, examining the exquisite craftsmanship. “This is incredible, Your Grace. Thank you.”

      

      Felicity watched the exchange with a sense of pride in her brother. “It’s perfect, Philip. Now you’ll always have a reliable tool at your side.”

      

      Cecilia leaned closer to get a better look. “And it’s not just any pocketknife. It’s a work of art.”

      

      Leah, always eager to contribute, threw in, “You can use it to carve things, Philip. It’s like a piece of history in your hand.”

      

      Ian, too, joined the chorus of admiration. “I’ve read that pocketknives like that are passed down through generations. It’s a symbol of trust and responsibility.”

      

      Philip’s face radiated gratitude as he looked at Stephen. “Thank you, Your Grace. I’ll treasure this.”

      

      Stephen nodded with a sense of camaraderie. “You’re welcome, Philip. I know you’re someone your family can always rely on, and I thought this might be a fitting gift.”

      

      Finally, he turned his attention to Felicity, his gaze softened. “Felicity,” he began, his tone gentle. “I wanted to give you something that would symbolize the way I feel about you.”

      

      Felicity’s eyes widened in surprise and appreciation as she accepted the beautifully wrapped gift. “Oh, Stephen, you didn’t have to get me anything.”

      

      She certainly had not expected him to, but it did keep with his character to be so generous.

      

      Stephen’s eyes were warm, his usually stony expression soft. “I know I didn’t have to, but I wanted to.”

      

      He watched as she carefully unwrapped the package.

      

      Cecilia leaned forward, her eyes curious. “What is it, Felicity?”

      

      Felicity’s breath caught as she revealed the delicate pendant necklace, the sapphire at its center shimmering in the light. “It's beautiful,” she whispered, her fingers tracing the intricate design.

      

      Deborah leaned in to get a closer look. “It’s a sapphire, isn’t it? Its cool tones complement your brown eyes perfectly, Felicity.”

      

      Leah nodded enthusiastically. “It’s like a piece of the night sky captured in a necklace.”

      

      Stephen nodded at the sisters’ astute observations. “Yes, it’s a sapphire,” he confirmed, his eyes locked onto Felicity’s as a blush rose in her cheeks, her heart swelling in her chest.

      

      He continued, “I chose it because every time I look into your eyes, I see a depth and a beauty that I can’t help but be drawn to, like the stars in the sky. I wanted this pendant to be a reminder of that connection.”

      

      Felicity’s cheeks flushed with a mixture of surprise and emotion. “Stephen, it’s truly wonderful. I’ll treasure it always.”

      

      Ian chimed in, a playful grin on his face, “That’s a special gift, Felicity. It’s not just a necklace. It’s a symbol of your connection.”

      

      Philip nodded in agreement. “You’ve captured the essence of Felicity beautifully, Your Grace.”

      

      His approval warmed Felicity’s heart nearly as much as Stephen’s gift. Philip had struggled the most with the idea of Felicity being forced into marriage and leaving their home.

      

      Felicity could not tear her gaze away from the pendant. It felt like a tangible representation of the affection she and Stephen were developing, a symbol of their growing connection.

      

      She turned to Stephen, her eyes filled with gratitude. “Thank you, Stephen. This means more to me than words can express.”

      

      Stephen met her gaze with a rare smile, both of them ignoring Leah’s quiet gasp at the emotion on his face, immediately followed by the thwack of Cecilia swatting her with her own sketchbook to stop her from speaking.

      

      With a stunning amount of dignity, given the sisterly struggle happening, Stephen said, “You’re welcome, Felicity. I’m glad you like it.”

      

      Finally, the family and Stephen gathered around the elaborately set dining table adorned with fine china, crystal glasses, and flickering candlelight. The meal the Gibbon siblings had prepared was a testament to their culinary skills, a variety of dishes that filled the air with mouthwatering scents.

      

      Stephen took his seat beside his wife, a look of appreciation in his eyes as he surveyed the spread before him. “This all looks marvelous,” he complimented, his gaze drifting toward Felicity.

      

      Felicity smiled warmly in return, glowing pride in her siblings evident in her eyes. “Thank you, Stephen. We’re lucky to have such talented chefs in the family.”

      

      Deborah, who was sitting to Stephen’s left, blushed with delight at the praise. “We’re just glad you enjoy it, Your Grace.”

      

      Cecilia, who was sitting on Deborah’s other side, could not resist a sly grin. “We’ve always been good at making the best out of what we have.”

      

      Leah chimed in from across the table, her enthusiasm contagious, “And we have Felicity to thank for teaching us to appreciate the finer things.”

      

      Stephen raised an amused eyebrow, his green eyes twinkling as his gaze slid to Felicity. “Is that so?”

      

      Felicity nodded, her gaze affectionate as she glanced at each of her siblings. “They’ve learned a great deal from me, and I’ve learned from them as well.”

      

      Ian, who had been silent up until this point, leaned forward with a playful glint in his eyes. “Indeed, Felicity’s been teaching us all sorts of things our whole lives. Like when we are absolutely not allowed to pull pranks or crack jokes.”

      

      He made an overly serious face and sat rigidly straight in his chair, drawing giggles from Deborah, Cecilia, and Leah. Even Felicity smiled warmly at his antics, an affectionate warmth blooming in her chest.

      

      Philip, who was seated at the head of the table, could not help but share a knowing look with his sister. They both understood the unspoken relief in the room, the absence of their father’s presence a welcome respite.

      

      Stephen, picking up on the subtle exchange, offered a sincere toast with the glass in front of him. “It’s wonderful to see the bond between all of you. Family is a precious thing.”

      

      Felicity’s heart swelled with gratitude as she and her siblings all raised their glasses in kind. “Family is a precious thing.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

        

      

    

    
      Stephen’s voice cut through the tranquility of the garden, his words pulling Felicity’s attention away from the delicate petals she had been tending to. She turned to face him, her expression a mixture of surprise and uncertainty as he approached, his stride purposeful.

      

      “Felicity,” Stephen began, his voice tinged with earnestness. “I want you to understand that my intentions have always been to ensure your happiness and well-being. I don’t mean to stifle your desire to be proactive or to have a purpose.”

      

      Felicity met his gaze, her frustration now tempered by his sincerity. “I know you care for me, Stephen, and I appreciate that. But you must also understand that my sense of worth, my purpose, comes from being able to contribute—to feel useful. It’s not about undermining your role or the staff’s duties.”

      

      Stephen took a step closer, his hand gently cupping her cheek. “Felicity, my worth, in my eyes, comes from being able to provide for you so that you never need to worry about duties or business matters. I want to protect you from the burdens I’ve carried all my life, in the ways I’ve been taught to care for my family. I want you to enjoy the privileges that come with being a duchess.”

      

      Felicity sighed, leaning into his touch, momentarily distracted by the warmth of his palm against her skin. “And I appreciate your desire to protect me, truly, Stephen. But I don’t want a life where I’m shielded from everything—where I’m confined to idleness.”

      

      Stephen’s thumb began to caress her cheek, a tender gesture filled with affection that drew a soft sigh from her lips. “I don’t want you to be idle and frustrated either. We just need to find a way that allows you to feel useful without taking on more than you should.”

      

      Felicity nodded, her eyes locked onto his. “I promise I won’t overexert myself, Stephen. I don’t mean to make you feel unworthy, I simply cannot be some frivolous duchess who sits prettily all day. I’ll communicate my needs better, and we’ll work through this together.”

      

      Stephen smiled—an increasingly common expression, Felicity noticed. “That’s all I ask, my dear. We’ll find our way, balancing your desire to be proactive with my need to provide for you.”

      

      Felicity’s heart warmed at his willingness to compromise, to listen to her and consider her perspective. She smiled in return, a mixture of gratitude and determination in her eyes. “Thank you, Stephen. I want you to be able to lean on me, as I lean on you.”

      

      Felicity’s words hung in the air, a testament to her determination and the strength of their bond. As her gaze met Stephen’s, she saw a flicker of something in his eyes—something vulnerable yet deeply genuine.

      

      His defenses seemed to waver, and for a moment, she caught a glimpse of the man he was beneath the icy façade.

      

      “Thank you, Felicity,” Stephen said softly, his voice carrying a depth of emotion that sent a shiver down her spine. “I appreciate your understanding, and your offer means more to me than you know.”

      

      A warm smile spread across Felicity’s lips, her heart swelling with a mixture of affection and a newfound closeness. “You don’t have to thank me, Stephen. We’re partners, and partners lean on each other.”

      

      The Duke reached out, his fingers lightly brushing against hers in a tender gesture. “Indeed, we are,” he agreed, his gaze locked onto hers. “And speaking of leaning on each other, you have my permission to continue your gardening endeavors as we work out the kinks of your other duties. It seems to bring you a sense of fulfillment, and I wouldn’t want to deprive you of that as we find our balance together.”

      

      Felicity’s eyes sparkled with delight, her smile widening as a rush of happiness surged through her. Yet, there was an expectant gleam in her gaze, a silent question she hoped he would answer.

      

      Stephen chuckled softly, the corners of his lips lifting in a rare display of light-heartedness. “And what is it that you’re waiting for?”

      

      Felicity leaned in closer, her voice a playful whisper. “A kiss, of course. A sign that you truly mean what you say.”

      

      Stephen’s bright gaze held a mixture of amusement and desire, and before Felicty could react, he closed the distance between them, his lips capturing hers in a sweet yet lingering kiss.

      

      Time seemed to stand still at that moment, their connection deepening as the world around them faded away.

      

      When he pulled back, Felicity’s cheeks were flushed, her heart racing with a mix of excitement and giddiness.

      

      “Thank you,” she said, breathless yet beaming. “I certainly hope you don’t start to seal all your business dealings in such a manner.”

      

      Stephen barked a surprised laugh, then smiled, a genuine warmth in his eyes. “You’re quite welcome, Felicity. Now, I must attend to some matters in my office. But I promise, I won’t keep you waiting for long.”

      

      With that, he turned and walked away, leaving Felicity standing in the garden, a happy blush on her cheeks and a flutter of anticipation in her chest.

      

      As she watched him go, she could not help but feel a renewed sense of connection, a deeper understanding of the man she had married.
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      “Felicity,” Stephen said, his tone carrying that enigmatic quality that always piqued her curiosity.

      

      Turning toward him, Felicity was met with his composed gaze. “Yes, dear husband?”

      

      A ghost of a smile played at his lips. “I’ve arranged an outing for us this evening, along with Nicholas and Penelope.”

      

      Felicity’s eyes widened in genuine surprise. “An outing?” she echoed, her voice reflecting her astonishment.

      

      Stephen nodded, his eyes holding a hint of amusement. “Indeed. I thought it might be a pleasant change of pace.”

      

      A delighted grin tugged at the corners of her mouth. “You surprise me, Stephen. I must admit, I’m quite intrigued.”

      

      His lips curved into a wry smile. “I’m glad to hear that. I thought it best to keep the details a surprise. A little mystery can add to the excitement, don’t you think?”

      

      Felicity laughed softly, a sparkle of mirth in her eyes. “Indeed, it can. Well then, I shall prepare for our evening adventure, whatever it may be.”

      

      Stephen’s gaze lingered on her, an unreadable expression in his eyes. “I have no doubt that you’ll be prepared for anything, Felicity.”

      

      With those words, he turned to leave, leaving her with a sense of intrigue that danced alongside her anticipation.

      

      As Felicity changed into a more suitable attire for the outing, her thoughts buzzed with possibilities. What could Stephen have planned? A theatre outing, perhaps? Or a leisurely stroll through the city streets?

      

      Later that evening, the four of them set off on their adventure, the streets alive with the hustle and bustle of city life. Nicholas and Penelope’s cheerful banter filled the air as they walked, and Felicity could not help but exchange amused glances with Stephen.

      

      The excitement of the unknown tingled in the air, and Felicity’s heart swelled with a warmth she hadn’t anticipated.

      

      As they rounded a corner, Felicity could not help herself. “Stephen, you’ve certainly succeeded in piquing my curiosity. I am unable to guess what you have planned.”

      

      Stephen’s gaze met hers, a hint of a challenge dancing in his eyes. “Ah, well, isn’t anticipation half the fun?”

      

      Felicity laughed, the sound carrying the carefree joy she had been longing to embrace. “Indeed, it is. But I must admit, I’m growing rather impatient to discover your secret.”

      

      Stephen’s smile was enigmatic as ever, and his voice held a note of mystery. “Patience, my dear. All will be revealed in due time.”

      

      As the night unfolded, Felicity realized that in spite of the newfound freedom Stephen had granted her, there was still a lingering distance between them—a gap that she yearned to bridge. Tonight’s outing offered a glimmer of hope, a chance to strengthen the bond she had begun to nurture.

      

      The café Stephen had chosen was an intimate, candlelit establishment adorned with velvet curtains and plush chairs, an oasis of warmth amidst the bustling evening crowd of London.

      

      As they entered, the soft chime of a bell welcomed them, and the cozy ambiance instantly enveloped them like a comforting embrace.

      

      Felicity’s eyes widened with surprise and delight as she took in the charming setting. “Stephen, I had no idea you had all of this planned. It’s absolutely lovely.”

      

      Stephen nodded, his eyes filled with a warmth that seemed to melt away some of the distance that had lingered between them. “I thought it might be a pleasant surprise, my dear. I wanted us to have a memorable night.”

      

      Penelope, who had been in on Stephen’s surprise, exchanged an amused glance with Nicholas. “You certainly have a knack for creating memorable evenings, Stephen.”

      

      The quartet settled into their seats, the soft glow of candlelight casting an enchanting spell on them. Menus were presented, and they each ordered a selection of dishes that promised a tantalizing culinary experience.

      

      As the appetizers arrived, conversation flowed effortlessly. Felicity found herself sharing amusing anecdotes from her childhood with her friends, and Stephen, who was usually reserved, let loose with laughter that was as infectious as it was rare.

      

      “I never would have guessed that you were such a lively storyteller, Stephen,” Penelope remarked, her eyes sparkling with amusement.

      

      Nicholas chimed in, his tone playful, “Yes, you should share more tales from your past, Stephen. We’re all ears.”

      

      Stephen chuckled, his demeanor more relaxed than Felicity had ever seen it. “Perhaps another time. I don’t want to monopolize the storytelling.”

      

      Felicity leaned in closer to him, a mischievous glint in her eye. “Oh, but Stephen, I believe they're genuinely interested in hearing more about you. And I, for one, would love to hear about your adventures.”

      

      Nicholas, seizing the opportunity to divert the conversation, leaned forward with a grin. “Ah, adventures? Well, let me share a tale from our youth, one that might shed some light on our dear Stephen here.”

      

      Stephen's eyes narrowed playfully as he glanced at him. “You wouldn’t dare.”

      

      Nicholas began with relish, “Picture this, a moonlit night, a daring escape, and two young lads who fancied themselves swashbuckling heroes.”

      

      Penelope leaned in closer, her eyes gleaming with curiosity. “Go on, Nicholas. You can’t just leave us hanging.”

      

      Felicity listened with rapt attention as Nicholas spun a tale of their youthful escapade—a daring midnight adventure that involved sneaking into a neighbor’s orchard to retrieve a prized cricket ball. He regaled them with vivid descriptions of their fumbled attempts, whispered strategizing, and the harrowing moment when a guard dog nearly thwarted their mission.

      

      Stephen’s cheeks turned a faint shade of pink as he listened to Nicholas’s storytelling prowess, and Felicity could not help but chuckle at the mental image of a young, mischievous Stephen.

      

      After their meal, the group made their way to a charming garden square adorned with gas lamps that cast a soft, ethereal glow upon the cobblestones. It was a perfect setting for an evening under the stars, and Felicity could not help but smile at the thought of sharing her passion for astronomy with her husband.

      

      “Stephen,” Felicity began, her voice filled with genuine enthusiasm, “Have you ever gazed at the night sky through a telescope? The constellations come alive in an entirely different way.”

      

      Stephen looked intrigued, nodding appreciatively. “I can’t say that I have, my dear. It sounds like a remarkable experience.”

      

      Felicity was so engrossed in the night sky above that she didn’t notice as they continued walking, Stephen leading the quartet toward a nearby park.

      

      Her eyes lit up as she turned to Penelope and Nicholas. “Penelope, Nicholas, I’ve told you about Stephen’s fascination with strategy and planning. He’s a master of it. I hope to someday show him the beauty of the stars and the stories they tell through the lens of my telescope. It might bring us all a bit closer.”

      

      Penelope’s eyes twinkled with excitement. “Felicity, that's a splendid idea! I’d love to see the constellations in such detail.”

      

      Nicholas chimed in with a grin, “Count me in. Astronomy, it seems, is the perfect merger of strategy and art.”

      

      With unanimous agreement, the distracted Felicity finally returned her attention to where she was walking, first noticing the park, then spotting an open field where a telescope stood tall on the rolling fields of the park, overlooking the expansive garden. The night air was crisp, carrying with it the scent of blooming flowers as they ascended the hill above the garden.

      

      Felicity stared in wonder, carefully adjusting the telescope at Stephen’s encouraging nod, aligning it with a bright star that served as their guide. She invited Stephen to peer through the eyepiece first, guiding him to focus on the delicate details of the moon’s surface.

      

      Stephen’s breath caught as he gazed upon the moon’s craters and valleys, each revealed in stunning clarity. “It’s magnificent,” he whispered, his voice filled with awe.

      

      As the evening continued, they explored various constellations—Orion, Ursa Major, Cassiopeia. Felicity shared the stories behind each one, her voice resonating with passion as she wove the tales of gods, heroes, and mythical creatures among the stars.

      

      Despite Stephen’s genuine interest in her stories, there was a niggling thought at the back of her mind as she continued wondering how best to fully heal the rift between herself and Stephen, a question she hoped Penelope could answer.

      

      When the opportunity arose as Nicholas and Stephen began debating Orion’s battle strategies, Felicity managed to pull Penelope aside for a private conversation.

      

      “Penelope,” she began, her tone hushed. “I have a rather delicate question to ask you.”

      

      Penelope’s eyes sparkled with curiosity. “Of course, my dear. You know you can confide in me.”

      

      Felicity took a deep breath, her heart racing with uncertainty. “Penelope, what is a sure way to capture a husband’s attention?”

      

      A mischievous smile played at Penelope’s lips, and she regarded Felicity with a knowing glint in her eyes. “My, my, Felicity, is there something you’re not telling me?”

      

      Felicity's cheeks flushed with surprise, and she stammered, “Wh-What? No! I mean, well, I just want to strengthen the bond between us. We’re… still getting to know each other better.”

      

      Penelope’s playful expression softened, and she placed a reassuring hand on Felicity’s arm. “Ah, I understand. It seems you're looking for that extra spark to ignite the flame.”

      

      Felicity nodded, her gaze earnest. “Exactly. I want us to be closer, to have the kind of relationship where we understand each other without words.”

      

      Penelope’s gaze held a mixture of empathy and wisdom. “Felicity, dear, when you’re in love, you'll find that capturing his attention becomes a natural dance—a dance that’s uniquely yours. It's not about trying to be someone you're not or resorting to tricks. It's about being your authentic self and allowing your hearts to connect.”

      

      Felicity’s brows furrowed in thought, and she hesitated before asking, “But how can I let him see the real me, even the parts that might be… bold or daring?”

      

      It didn’t occur to Felicity at all that she didn’t protest to Penelope saying “when you’re in love…”

      

      Penelope leaned in closer, her voice a conspiratorial whisper. “Darling, if you truly want to capture his attention and set his heart ablaze, remember this—be confident, be bold, and above all, be unapologetically yourself.”

      

      Felicity blinked, absorbing Penelope’s advice. It made sense in a way she hadn’t considered before.

      

      As the conversation continued, Penelope’s words resonated deeply with her, igniting a newfound determination to connect with Stephen in a way that transcended societal expectations.

      

      “Though, I suppose I do have one other suggestion,” Penelope added coyly.

      

      Felicity latched onto that.

      

      “What suggestion?” Felicity searched Penelope’s eyes, confused and slightly alarmed by the sly look and the smirk on her best friend’s face.

      

      “You’ve consummated your marriage by now, I assume?” Penelope asked.

      

      Felicity blushed wildly, looking over frantically to make sure their husbands had not heard her.

      

      “That blush tells me you have.” Penelope smiled, the expression conspiratorially smug. “There are certainly some ways to make it more interesting for your husband.”

      

      Felicity hesitated, her blush still burning bright across her cheeks, but her curiosity was piqued. “More interesting… how?” she asked slowly, her eyes wide, her eyebrows raising in alarm as Penelope’s smirk widened.
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        * * *

      

      “Thank you for such a wonderful night with our friends, Stephen. It meant a great deal to me,” Felicity said sincerely as they strolled to the bedchamber together.

      

      As Stephen shut the door behind them, Felicity turned and caught the lapel of his jacket, gently drawing him close.

      

      Stephen’s green eyes brightened with surprise for an instant before the lust crept into his gaze, and Felicity sighed over the feeling of his strong chest under her hand.

      

      Looking innocently up at him through her lashes, she rested her other hand on his broad shoulder and continued, “I would like to show you exactly what it meant to me.”

      

      Stephen’s hands gipped her waist and the back of her neck, pulling her body flush against his. His well-muscled body was hard against hers, with every inch of him proving his desire.

      

      “Show me how?” Stephen asked, his voice already low and gravelly with lust, his hands gripping her possessively.

      

      Felicity simply smiled, beginning to unbutton his jacket and slowly push it from his shoulders. “Why would I tell you before showing you? Didn’t you just demonstrate how wonderful a surprise can be?” she asked innocently.

      

      Stephen growled in delighted frustration.

      

      When his jacket fell to the floor, Felicity stepped closer still and began to kiss the delicate skin at his throat. Stephen’s deep groan reverberated up his chest, echoing through her body as she pressed against him.

      

      His hands tightened in her hair, making her gasp as he pulled her head back to kiss her fiercely. His lips were soft against hers, but his tongue was strong as it conquered her mouth, and she could not help but sigh into the kiss, her body softening against his broad chest.

      

      Feeling her melt in his arms, Stephen began to grasp for her skirt, gathering it to raise it, but Felicity stopped him with a gentle hand on his wrist.

      

      Stephen stopped immediately, concern on his face as he scanned her expression for any sign of discomfort despite the lust still clouding his eyes.

      

      “Not yet, dear husband,” Felicity breathed against his ear, then nipped his earlobe.

      

      Stephen growled his frustration, yanking her harder against him to grind his arousal against her, and she moaned in return, seeking that delicious friction. For a moment, she let her head tip back and enjoyed the feeling as his hips bucked desperately against hers.

      

      Then, she began to unbutton his trousers. When he reached down to help, she pushed his hands away, giving him a firm kiss to distract him as she finally freed his considerable length, his trousers and undergarments falling to the floor.

      

      Felicity took him in both her hands, and Stephen groaned into the kiss, thrusting into her grasp, already throbbing under her touch. She gave him a final bite at his throat, then dropped to her knees in front of him.

      

      “Felicity?” Stephen asked in surprise, then the closed his eyes in pleasure as she tightened her grip around him.

      

      With his head tipped back and eyes shut, he didn’t see her lean forward, so he gasped when she took him in her mouth.

      

      Stephen thrusted automatically, and Felicity choked on his girth, her eyes watering, and whimpered. The sound drew another moan from him, and she blinked up at him through her lashes. Feeling the way his entire body shuddered with pleasure, Felicity began to work her hands as she had been told, gently stroking.

      

      Stephen gasped, tangling his hands in her hair and guiding her, holding her head still and gently thrusting deeper into her mouth. As he found a rhythm, Felicity found her own, continuing to stroke him, her cheeks hollowed as she sucked. Her tongue found his tip, sliding along the sensitive underside, and Stephen cried out in pleasure as she had never heard before.

      

      His arousal beaded in her mouth, salty against her tongue and lips as she licked and stroked, bobbing her head. Stephen cried out again, then moaned her name, over and over, his rhythm becoming erratic as he gasped her name over and over.

      

      “Felicity, Felicity, Felicity…”

      

      Felicity choked as he climaxed deep into her throat, and her whimpers only made him shudder and groan with pleasure as she swallowed his passion, his hands knotted tightly in her hair as he slumped back against the door, gasping.

      

      Felicity gave him a final lick as she released him, making him jerk and gasp. As she stood, smirking with satisfaction and licking her lips clean, his wild green eyes found her.

      

      “It’s your turn,” Stephen growled. He seized Felicity, picking her up easily in his arms.

      

      Surprised, Felicity threw her arms around his neck as he crossed the room to the bed, and she took the opportunity to nibble at his ear, making him snarl with arousal.

      

      Stephen tossed her onto the bed, then caught her by the ankles, dragging her to the edge as he dropped to his knees between her legs. Felicity made to sit up, but he gripped her shoulder and forced her back down against the bed.

      

      “I intend to return your appreciation, dear wife,” Stephen purred, and Felicity melted under his touch, writhing as his hand ran down her clothed body.

      

      Starting from the ankles, Stephen slowly pushed Felicity’s skirt up, past her hips, to pool and gather at her waist, then he hooked his fingers into her undergarments and dragged them slowly down her bare legs, making her shiver.

      

      When he began to kiss and nip up her sensitive legs, her back arched against the bed as she gasped, twisting on the bed sheets, knotting her hands in the blankets.

      

      “Stephen,” Felicity whispered as if his name were a prayer.

      

      Stephen placed a firm hand on her lower stomach and pressed down, pinning her to the bed as she whimpered and pressed back against his hand, seeking friction.

      

      “Shh, Felicity, just enjoy yourself,” Stephen commanded, and she stilled on the bed, shivering every time he kissed and nipped higher up her calf, then her inner thighs.

      

      She could feel white hot energy coiling in her core like a star before a supernova.

      

      When Stephen licked her molten core, Felicity gasped, bucking against him, her voice pleading, “Oh, Stephen,”

      

      Smiling against her, Stephen licked again as he slowly slid one finger inside her and pressed his palm down against her lower stomach, making her cry out in wordless pleasure.

      

      Working his finger slowly, in and out and curling against her, Stephen teased her with his tongue, making her gasp and beg for more.

      

      When Felicity was reduced to a whimpering, shivering mess on the bed, Stephen smiled again, pulling away, his breath taunting her as he removed his finger, making her whine in protest.

      

      Then, he thrust two fingers into her, curling them inside her as he licked with renewed vigor.Felicity arched her back, bucking her hips off the bed as she thrust back against him, screaming in pleasure.

      

      The Duke kept up his merciless rhythm, his fingers thrusting and curling as his tongue worked against her sensitive core, igniting the supernova that had been building within her until stars burst across her vision and she shuddered, crying out for him, only able to say his name, a prayer.

      

      “Stephen, Stephen, Stephen…”

      

      Still gasping, Felicity was limp as Stephen stood and gathered her in his arms, shifting her so he could lay on the bed beside her, holding her close as they caught their breath, sharing small, sweet kisses as they drifted off to sleep.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      The next day, Stephen awoke to the soft morning light filtering through the curtains, his initial sense of contentment fading as he reached out and found the other side of the bed empty, and already cold.

      

      It was a far cry from the passionate heat they had shared the night before, feeling Felicity’s soft body against his own, their fiery desire burning like the sun. Even now, he could feel Felicity’s phantom fingertips tracing new constellations across the freckles on his skin.

      

      Disappointment gnawed at Stephen, making his steps heavier as he rose from the bed and donned a robe.

      

      Padding down the corridor and into the kitchen, he found the cook busy preparing breakfast. The older woman looked up, a curious expression on her face. “Good morning, Your Grace. Her Grace is not joining us this morning?”

      

      Stephen shook his head, his brow furrowing. “Have you not seen Felicity?”

      

      It was entirely out of character for Felicity to skip breakfast. On the mornings when she left the manor to garden early, she always stopped by the kitchen for a turnover from the cook.

      

      The cook frowned, her hands stilling for a moment. “No, Your Grace. I thought she might have been in the gardens, but I haven’t noticed her there out the windows, either. Neither Her Grace nor Will have been through to ask for breakfast.”

      

      Not one to waste time, Stephen left the kitchen and headed outside, making his way to the garden. The air was crisp, and the morning sun was already burning away the early mist. He spotted the gardener tending to the roses.

      

      “Will,” Stephen called, his voice carrying a note of urgency.

      

      The gardener turned around, a look of surprise on his face. “Your Grace, good morning. What brings you out so early?”

      

      “I’m looking for the Duchess. Have you seen her?” Stephen’s voice held a trace of concern.

      

      Will hesitated for a moment, his gaze darting away before returning to meet Stephen’s. ‘Aye, Your Grace, I have. She got a letter from home, seems like some urgent business. She left not long ago.’

      

      Stephen’s worry deepened. ‘Home? You mean, her family home?’

      

      Will nodded solemnly. ‘That’s right, Your Grace.’

      

      A chill ran down Stephen’s spine as he contemplated the implications. ‘Why would she leave so suddenly? And why wouldn’t she tell me?’ he mused aloud, and when his gaze flickered to Will, the older man looked away quickly.

      

      “Will, what aren’t you telling me?” Stephen pressed. When the gardener still hesitated, he demanded, “I must know. I must know that she is safe.

      

      Will sighed heavily, a conflict of emotions playing across his features. Finally, he sighed and admitted, “Your Grace, Her Grace’s father has been unwell. Her siblings called for her. They said it was urgent.”

      

      Stephen’s concern grew into something deeper, a mix of empathy for Felicity’s family and a growing unease about her well-being. That familiar sinking and twisting in his gut seemed to threaten to tear him in half.

      

      “And Francis?” he asked, his voice low.

      

      Will looked down, his voice barely above a whisper. “He’s been coming here when you’re away, Your Grace. Begging Her Grace for money. But she always turned him down.”

      

      Stephen’s jaw clenched as he processed the information. The weight of Felicity’s silence and the burden she had been carrying without his knowledge struck him like a blow. “Why didn’t she tell me about this, Will? I could have helped.”

      

      Will met Stephen’s gaze with a troubled expression. “It was never my place, and Her Grace didn’t want to burden you, Your Grace. I think she wanted to handle it on her own.”

      

      A profound sense of protectiveness swelled within Stephen as he realized the extent of Felicity’s sacrifices for her family. He needed to find her, to be by her side in this difficult time.

      

      With a deep sigh, Stephen nodded gratefully to his gardener. “Thank you for finally telling me, Will.”
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        * * *

      

      As Felicity entered her family home, her breath coming fast and shallow from her hurried journey, the atmosphere felt heavy with unspoken concern. The somber expressions that greeted her sent a shiver down her spine.

      

      Her heart sank faster and deeper than ever before as she took in the despairing faces of her siblings. Their collective silence spoke volumes, and it was only then that she realized the true gravity of her family’s summons.

      

      Deborah, her ever-fashionable hair hanging loose and limp around her face, finally broke the silence, her voice tinged with exhaustion and worry. “Felicity, we’ve been waiting for you. Father… Father is not well.”

      

      The words hung in the air like a heavy fog, and Felicity felt a lump form in her throat. Her father’s health had always been fragile, a byproduct of his love of drinking, but to see the depth of concern etched into her sister’s features filled her with a profound sense of foreboding.

      

      Cecilia, the family’s ever-burning spitfire, spoke next, her tone unusually subdued. “He woke suddenly, just as you arrived. It seemed… calculated.”

      

      Felicity’s brow furrowed with confusion. She hadn’t expected her father to play such games if his condition was as grave as their family believed. Something was amiss, and the uncertainty gnawed at her.

      

      Ian, with no trace of his usual laugh or smile, contributed with a heavy sigh. “He’s been drinking quite heavily, Felicity. Well beyond his usual, and he’s not sneaking off to gamble… it’s unlike him.”

      

      The realization that her father’s actions weren’t just coincidental but part of some deliberate plan sent a chill through her. Her siblings exchanged knowing glances, and the pieces of the puzzle began to fall into place.

      

      Philip finally spoke, his voice measured and cautious as he met Felicity’s gaze, though there was no reassurance in his eyes. “Father has been visiting you, hasn’t he?”

      

      Felicity nodded slowly, her thoughts racing. Her father’s visits, always accompanied by his desperate pleas for money, now took on a darker hue. It was clear that Francis had orchestrated this situation to get her to listen to him, to corner her into a position where she could not refuse him.

      

      “He claimed it was for all of you,” Felicity explained with a bitter edge to her tone, her frustration and anger spilling into her words. “He swore it was for your well-being, for dowries for Deborah, Cecilia, Leah, and even you two to explore business ventures, Ian, Philip.”

      

      Her eyes hardened as she continued, “But I knew better. I knew he would squander every penny on his debts, drinking, and gambling. He’s been relentless in his pursuit of money, and I refused to enable his vices any longer.”

      

      Cecilia, who had been quietly piecing things together herself, chimed in with a mixture of understanding and resentment, “So, he’s the reason you’ve been distant. Why you’ve been hiding the truth from us.”

      

      Felicity nodded, her eyes glistening with unshed tears. “I didn’t want any of you to be burdened with his recklessness and greed. I thought I could protect you from it.”

      

      Ian, usually quick with a jest or a smile, looked alarmingly somber as he put a hand on her shoulder. “We appreciate your intentions, Felicity, but we’re a family. We should face these troubles together.”

      

      Felicity sighed, feeling a mixture of relief and guilt. “I see that now. I should have confided in all of you sooner, rather than trying to bear the weight of it on my own. I cannot keep treating you all as the children I used to care for. You have all grown so much, and I am so proud of you.”

      

      Deborah spoke up with a wisdom that belied her years. “We’re in this together, Felicity. We always have been. And together, we’ll find a way to deal with Father and his demands.” She reached out and took Felicity’s hands in her own, her eyes sincere.

      

      Felicity smiled tearfully at her sister, surprised when Leah added her hands as well, then Cecilia. Ian and Philip both followed, the siblings’ hands all clasped and tangled, an intricate sign of their close bond.

      

      The gravity of her family’s situation and the realization that her father’s schemes were becoming increasingly dangerous weighed heavily on Felicity. She had always been the one to shield her siblings from the harsh realities of their circumstances, to bear the burden of their family’s financial woes. Now, she found herself caught between the desperate needs of her family and her new life as a duchess, with a husband who had offered to provide for her every need.

      

      As they released each other’s hands, without a word, Felicity stood and hurried to her father’s room, her footsteps echoing through the dimly lit, empty hallway. She pushed open the creaking door to find her father lying in bed, his bloodshot eyes fixed on her.

      

      “Father,” Felicity began, her voice laced with concern, though it was edged with steel. “I received your message. How are you feeling?”

      

      The concern in her voice did not reach her eyes as she scanned and assessed her father where he lay.

      

      Not at all to her surprise, Francis’s lips curled into a twisted smile, and he suddenly stirred, as if roused from a stupor. “Felicity, my dear daughter,” he slurred, his words thick with the scent of alcohol that permeated the room, “I’m glad you’ve finally graced us with your presence. You’re difficult to win an audience with these days, Your Grace.”

      

      Felicity’s heart sank as she realized that her father’s ailment truly was not as dire as she had feared. As she had suspected, it was only ever a ploy, a scheme to bring her back into his orbit, into his grasp.

      

      “Father,” Felicity replied, her voice wavering with a mix of disappointment and anger, “you had me worried sick. What is the meaning of this?” She forced herself to hold her chin high, hiding her shaking hands in the folds of her skirt.

      

      Francis’s gaze bore into her, his bloodshot eyes holding a disturbing gleam of desperation. “This was the only way I could get you to listen to me, Felicity,” he mumbled, his words slurred by his inebriation. “You have abandoned me in my darkest hour of need, your own father. How could you?”

      

      Felicity’s patience was wearing thin, and her remaining empathy had given way to frustration. She turned to leave, her eyes burning, her heart heavy with disappointment at her father’s manipulative tactics. Francis was losing money, but Felicity was finally losing the last hope of truly having a father.

      

      But as she reached for the door handle with a shaking hand, his voice, trembling with a desperate edge, called out to her, “Wait, Felicity. Please. I do desperately need your help. Truly.”

      

      Felicity froze, her hand still on the handle as she took a pained, shuddering breath. She could not bring herself to look at the man who had caused her family so much pain, who had squandered their wealth and reputation and burdened her so greatly while tearing their family apart.

      

      “What is it, Father?” Felicity asked, her voice trembling with a mix of anger and sorrow. She did not look back at him, still resolutely facing the door.

      

      Francis reached out from the bed, his hand trembling as he begged, “Money, Felicity. I need money. To clear some debts. To get back on my feet.”

      

      Tears welled up in Felicity’s eyes and spilled freely down her cheeks, a complex whirlwind of emotions surging within her. She could not bear to see her father reduced to this state, but she also could not ignore the years of suffering he had inflicted on their family.

      

      Rage burned within her, rage for all she had already sacrificed and given and worked for, so this sad, sorry man could have his drinking and his gambling.

      

      “Why should I help you, Father?” Felicity cried, her voice breaking with emotion as she whirled around and confronted the man who had caused her so much pain. “You’ve taken enough from us, enough from me already. You’ve squandered our fortune, left us in ruins.”

      

      Her righteous fury was not enough to sear away the deep sense of loss for the childhood, the girlhood she had been forced to give up for her father’s failures.

      

      Francis tried to sit up, his movements unsteady, his gaze pleading as his body failed to cooperate. “Felicity, I’m your father. You owe me.”

      

      Felicity’s lifetime of anger and frustration boiled over, and she could not hold back any longer. “I owe you nothing, Father! You’ve already taken everything from me. You’ve taken my childhood, my dreams, and my peace of mind. You take all of your children’s dignity, and our hopes for a future, you take them every day and you wring what little is left for your vices. I won’t let you take anything more. Not from me, and not from them.”

      

      With that, Felicity turned and left the room, leaving behind the broken man who had once been her father. She knew she had made the right choice, even if it tore at her heart. Her loyalty now lay with her siblings as her only family, and the life she was building with Stephen.

      

      It was time to leave the past behind and move forward, no matter how painful it might be.
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        * * *

      

      Felicity returned home with a heavy heart, the weight of her encounter with her father still pressing on her like a dark cloud. Her steps were slow, deliberate, as if she hoped that by delaying her arrival, she could postpone the inevitable confrontation she knew awaited her.

      

      As she walked through the familiar path leading to her husband’s—her own—home, a sense of foreboding clung to her. The recent events, the trick her father had played, weighed heavily on her mind. Francis’s calculated act of feigning grave illness had left her shaken, questioning the depths to which he would sink to fulfill his reckless desires.

      

      Were her siblings at risk of becoming his new targets, now that she had told him he could not glean anything from her?

      

      The façade of a father trying to do better for his children he had worn during their encounter now revealed itself as a thin veneer, concealing the true nature of his intentions. It wasn’t merely the request for money that disturbed her but the manipulation, the emotional turmoil he had subjected her to, and the chaos he wrought in the lives of her siblings.

      

      Each spiraling thought brought her closer to the source of her turmoil, and with every passing moment, her thoughts raced. Felicity could not help but wonder if there was any sincerity left in her father, buried beneath layers of desperation and selfishness.

      

      Could he truly have changed, or was this just another ploy to secure his own interests?

      

      Her siblings’ faces, so deeply etched with worry and uncertainty, haunted her. They had summoned her in urgency, and the gravity of the situation had become apparent. The weight of responsibility she had shouldered for so long, the sacrifices she had made to protect them from their father’s reckless actions, bore down on her.

      

      Their concern and worry had been so real, their torment… and it was nothing to their father, to aggrieve them that way, as long as he could enjoy his drink and gambling.

      

      And yet, Felicity’s new life as a duchess had brought with it new responsibilities and obligations. Stephen could easily placate her father and provide for the her siblings, to shield them from financial turmoil. It was a promise of stability, a chance to finally secure her siblings’ futures. But her family was not his burden, and enabling Francis would only bring more pain and chaos.

      

      The conflicting loyalties, the duty to her husband and the responsibility she felt toward her siblings, even the undeserved love she still felt for the father Francis had once been—could have been—tugged at her heart.

      

      Felicity could not deny the turmoil within her, the gnawing sense that she was teetering on the precipice of an agonizing decision—one that would require her to choose between the obligations of her past and the commitments of her present.

      

      Yet, when she entered Swinton Hall, she could not avoid it any longer. Stephen was waiting for her, his eyes filled with concern and his presence a stark reminder of the comfort she so desperately needed.

      

      Stephen spoke gently, his deep voice a soothing balm for her weary soul, “Felicity, I heard you were called away for your father’s illness. Are you all right?”

      

      Tears welled up in Felicity’s eyes, and she could no longer contain the emotions that had been building inside her. She rushed into Stephen’s arms, her sobs wracking her body as she clung to him for support. He held her close, offering the solace of his embrace.

      

      Between ragged breaths and tearful hiccups, Felicity managed to recount the painful history of her father’s persistent demands for money. She clutched the edge of a nearby table as if it were her lifeline, her hands trembling with each word.

      

      “And, Stephen,” Felicity continued, her voice shaking, “when I went back home, he… he had faked being gravely ill just to get me there.” Her eyes welled up anew with fresh tears, and she struggled to find her voice. “It was all a ploy. A cruel trick. He wanted to corner me, to make me listen to his twisted guilt.”

      

      Stephen’s eyes widened in astonishment and anger as he listened to her harrowing account. He could see the distress etched on her face, her voice breaking as she spoke. He reached out, his fingers gently brushing against hers, a silent gesture of support that she gratefully accepted and melted into.

      

      “Devious,” Stephen muttered through gritted teeth, his own hands clenched into fists. “That man has no boundaries.”

      

      Felicity nodded, her voice barely a whisper now. “I felt… trapped, Stephen. I thought he was dying, and I didn’t want to leave my siblings to face it alone. I don’t know how to spare them from his destructive spiral.”

      

      Stephen’s heart ached for her as he pulled her into a comforting embrace. He could feel her body trembling against his, her voice choked with emotion. “You did what you thought was right, Felicity. I’m here for you now. We’ll face this together.”

      

      As Felicity buried her face in his chest, Stephen could hear her stifled sobs, and he held her tighter, determined to be her strength in this tumultuous storm, offering the solace of his embrace.

      

      “I’m so sorry you had to endure this, my dear,” Stephen whispered, his voice filled with empathy. He wiped away a tear that clung to her cheek, his touch gentle and reassuring. “But, why have you carried this weight alone?”

      

      Felicity sniffled, her eyes meeting his with a mixture of gratitude and vulnerability. “I… I didn’t want to burden you with my family’s problems. It felt like my duty to protect them, to shield them from the chaos my father brought, not to drag you into the misery as well. That would be a failure on my part.”

      

      Stephen’s fingers traced comforting patterns on her back, his eyes locked onto hers. “Felicity, you should have told me sooner. You don’t have to bear this burden alone,” he insisted, his tone filled with sincerity. “We are partners in this life, and your pain is mine as well. I want to share both your joys and your sorrows.”

      

      He pressed a chaste kiss to her forehead, lips lingering as he felt her sigh and relax slightly in the comforting circle of his arms.

      

      Felicity sniffled, her voice wavering as she admitted, “I was embarrassed, Stephen. Ashamed that my family’s troubles would reflect poorly on you.”

      

      Stephen’s expression softened, his fingers tracing soothing patterns on her back. “Felicity, our troubles are meant to be shared. You’re my wife, and your happiness is my concern.”

      

      His words, meant to offer comfort, only seemed to stoke the embers of Felicity’s frustration.

      

      She pulled away from his embrace, her eyes flashing with a mix of anger and hurt. “And what, Stephen, would make me happy? To have you throw money at my father, to save him from his own vices?”

      

      The room crackled with tension, an electric charge hanging between them. Stephen’s brows knitted together in confusion, while Felicity’s eyes blazed with frustration as she took a step back from him. His arms fell to his sides.

      

      “Why can’t you see, Stephen?” Felicity implored, her voice tinged with exasperation.

      

      Stephen, his jaw set, replied, “I just don’t understand why you won’t accept my help, Felicity.” He exhaled sharply, frowning in frustration at his wife’s obstinate stubbornness.

      

      Felicity’s hands gestured wildly, a physical manifestation of her inner turmoil. “Because, Stephen, it’s not just about the money. It’s about the principle of it all. Giving Father money won’t solve anything. It will only enable him to continue his reckless ways, bringing more chaos to my siblings’ lives.”

      

      Stephen’s shoulders slumped, his frustration giving way to resignation. “But, my dear, I only want to make your life easier, to provide for you and your family.”

      

      Felicity’s eyes narrowed, her voice sharp with anger. “You think throwing money at the problem is the solution? More money will never stop him. More money will never reach my brothers and sister. More money is simply more vices for Father to indulge. That’s so typically thoughtless and spoiled of you, Stephen.”

      

      Their harsh words hung in the air, which seemed to crackle with frustration, as Felicity stormed off, leaving Stephen alone in the room, a heavy feeling of unease settling in his chest.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

        

      

    

    
      The room felt colder than usual, the air thick with unspoken words.

      

      Stephen sat at the dining table, tracing the rim of his porcelain teacup with a far-off look in his eyes. Across from him, Felicity mirrored his somber demeanor, her gaze fixed on her untouched breakfast.

      

      The clinking of silverware against fine china was the only sound breaking the silence, a stark contrast to the lively conversations that had once filled the room. The cook had prepared a sumptuous meal, a blend of flavors and aromas that should have elicited appreciation and joy.

      

      Stephen cleared his throat, his voice soft but carrying an undertone of longing. “Felicity, would you like to accompany me to the garden today?”

      

      Felicity’s response was measured, her words chosen carefully. “I have some matters to attend to, Stephen.”

      

      Their eyes met briefly, a fleeting moment of connection before her gaze drifted away again.

      

      Stephen could not help but notice the insurmountable distance between them, like an unspoken chasm neither knew how to bridge.
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        * * *

      

      The study, once a place of shared ideas and laughter, had turned into a battleground of silence between Stephen and Felicity. He sat at his ornate wooden desk, engrossed in a stack of paperwork, though his thoughts lingered on the widening rift between him and his wife.

      

      Felicity occupied a nearby armchair, her gaze fixed on a book but her mind far from its pages.

      

      Sunlight filtered through the heavy curtains, casting a warm but indifferent glow across the room. It should have been a cozy, intimate setting, where they could have discussed their interests and dreams.

      

      Instead, there was only a tense silence.

      

      At least they were sitting in the same room.

      

      Stephen cleared his throat, his voice laced with a hint of longing. “Felicity, have you read anything interesting lately?”

      

      Felicity looked up from her book, her expression distant. “Yes. I have been reading about the constellations.”

      

      Stephen’s eyes lit up with genuine interest, seeing an opportunity. “The constellations? I remember how passionate you are about stargazing. Would you like to go out tonight and observe the night sky together?”

      

      Felicity’s response was a brief nod. “Perhaps, though I fear I may have business to attend to that will occupy my evening.”

      

      Her detached dismissal hung in the air like a barrier between them. The time they had spent together, the shared joys and sorrows, all seemed to have evaporated into the cold, unfeeling air of the room.

      

      A servant passed through, offering refreshments and a hopeful smile, sensing the tension but powerless to dispel it. The manor, once a place of shared dreams, had become a haven of unspoken words and simmering frustration.

      

      As the day wore on, their solitude within the room deepened. Stephen returned to his paperwork, while Felicity turned her attention back to her book, the words blurring before her eyes. The chasm between them seemed to grow wider with each passing moment, a painful reminder of the love they had once shared.

      

      Outside, the sun continued its journey across the sky, indifferent to the distance that had taken root within the manor’s walls.
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        * * *

      

      Stephen retreated to his study, pouring over paperwork and attending to his duties as the Duke. He could not help but feel a growing sense of frustration at the lack of  warmth and connection he had shared with Felicity.

      

      As yet another distant day waned and the sun dipped below the horizon, he found himself unable to focus any longer. He needed to break through the walls that Felicity had so resolutely erected between them. He had had more than enough of her renovations.

      

      Stephen knocked softly on the door of her bedchamber, his voice gentle but determined. “Felicity, may I come in?”

      

      There was a moment of silence before her response came on a very put-upon sigh, cold and distant. “Very well.”

      

      Stephen entered the room to find her seated at her vanity, her back rigid as she stared at her reflection in the mirror. Her expression was guarded, a reflection of the emotional fortress she had built around herself.

      

      Stephen took a deep breath, his voice steady. “Felicity, we can’t keep avoiding each other like this. It’s tearing us apart.” The heaviness in his chest nearly caused his voice to break.

      

      Felicity turned to face him, her eyes cool and distant, and Stephen wondered if this was the same way he often looked at her, so emotionless and detached. “I need time, Stephen.”

      

      Stephen nodded slowly, acknowledging her need, but he could not stop himself from trying. “I understand, but please know that I miss you terribly. I miss us.”

      

      Felicity’s gaze softened for a fleeting moment before she looked away. “I miss us too, Stephen. But we have things to work through.” She reached out and began to toy with the hairbrush sitting on her vanity.

      

      Stephen stepped closer, his fingers gently lifting her chin to meet his gaze. “Then let’s work through them together, Felicity. I don’t want to lose what we have.”

      

      Felicity sighed, the tension in her shoulders slowly easing. “I don’t want to lose it either, Stephen. But there are important things we need to address.”

      

      Stephen, a sense of hope flickering in his eyes, nodded earnestly. “I promise we will, Felicity. But can we start by simply being in the same room? By talking to each other?”

      

      Felicity hesitated for a long moment before finally giving a small nod. “All right, Stephen. We can talk.”

      

      Stephen offered a tentative smile, a glimmer of hope in his eyes. “Thank you, Felicity.”

      

      Felicity nodded, her voice softening as she glanced at him. “You’re welcome, Stephen.”

      

      It was a start, a fragile beginning to their path toward reconciliation. But as they exchanged those few words, they both felt a spark of connection, a reminder of the deep bond that had drawn them together in the first place.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Several nights later, as they sat in the drawing room together, Stephen broached the subject again. “Felicity, we can’t go on like this. Please, talk to me. Help me understand what’s wrong.”

      

      Felicity turned to her husband, her eyes heavy with the weight of unspoken emotions. “Stephen, it’s not about understanding what’s wrong. It’s about you not understanding why it’s wrong.”

      

      Stephen furrowed his brows, genuinely perplexed. “I suggested helping your family financially because I thought it would make you happy. Isn’t that what a husband should do?”

      

      He looked askance at the enigma sitting across from him, as if he could puzzle the correct answer together from her expression alone.

      

      Felicity sighed, her frustration evident. “Stephen, it’s not about what a husband should do. It’s about us, about our relationship, what my husband should do. It’s about you not realizing that, sometimes, all I need is your support, not your money.”

      

      As the days of their coldness finally began to thaw, Felicity could not help but dwell on her heated exchange with Stephen. She had hurled accusations at him, calling him spoiled and thoughtless for offering what seemed like an easy solution—money. It had felt like an affront to her, as if hebelieved that every problem could be solved with the flick of his purse.

      

      However, as those cold and quiet moments stretched into days, Felicity began to recognize the complexity of her emotions. Her anger had been a shield, a defense mechanism against her fear and vulnerability.

      

      She had expected Stephen to discern the depths of her turmoil without a word, a misguided belief that had led to further frustration. And she had been far harsher on him than he deserved—he had never been thoughtless or spoiled.

      

      Gazing out of her bedroom window, the Duchess contemplated the situation. Stephen had grown up in a world where wealth was a shield, where money could, indeed, solve many problems. She could not fault him entirely for believing that it might be a solution to her family’s woes, though she wished he could understand that her family’s predicament was far more intricate than it appeared on the surface.

      

      With a sigh, Felicity acknowledged that she hadn’t made her own feelings and concerns clear enough to him. In her fervor to protect her family’s honor and her own dignity, she had kept him at arm’s length, withholding the truths that were weighing on her heart.

      

      Felicity knew it was time to bridge the chasm between them, to let Stephen into her world and share her anxieties. Perhaps, then, he might see that her anger had stemmed from a place of deep love and concern for her family, rather than a mere challenge to his generosity.

      

      Felicity resolved to apologize to him and explain everything after dinner that night. She hoped that their love and understanding could mend the rift that had developed between them.
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        * * *

      

      Felicity’s plans to apologize took an unexpected turn when Francis paid her an unexpected visit. Seeing him silhouetted in the doorway, she felt her veins turn to ice for a moment before he spoke.

      

      Francis’s demeanor was surprisingly earnest as he spoke, hat respectfully in his hand, and he did not sway as he stood. “Felicity, I’ve come to apologize to you. Your siblings and I have prepared a beautiful dinner—a gesture of goodwill.”

      

      Felicity hesitated, torn between hope and caution. She wanted to believe that her father had finally seen the error of his ways, that he was genuinely trying to make amends. She also worried about putting off her reconciliation with Stephen, when he was so deserving of an apology. He had been trying to extend an olive branch for days, and she had simply brushed him off.

      

      Seeing her uncertainty, Francis reached into his coat pocket and pulled out a sealed letter. “I also have a letter for your husband,” he added. “It contains my apology to him as well.”

      

      Felicity’s curiosity was piqued. She wondered what could be in the letter, and why her father had felt compelled to apologize to Stephen.

      

      With a heavy heart, she agreed to go with her father to the dinner, still uncertain about the future but willing to take a step toward reconciliation.

      

      When Felicity and Francis arrived back at the Elbury estate, she could not help but wonder about the unusual hush that had fallen over the usually bustling mansion. Her siblings were nowhere to be found, and an eerie quiet pervaded the hallways.

      

      Felicity exchanged a puzzled glance with her father, who simply gestured for her to follow him with a mysterious twinkle in his eyes. “Come along, my dear. We’re almost there. I have quite the surprise for you, to prove that things truly will be different.”

      

      Curiosity warred with apprehension as they ventured deeper into the mansion. Francis’s demeanor had shifted subtly since their return, and Felicity could not quite place the reason behind the change. She could not shake the feeling that something was amiss.

      

      They finally reached a heavy wooden door adorned with a tarnished brass handle.

      

      Francis turned to her with an apologetic smile. “I must ask for your patience for just a moment longer, Felicity.”

      

      He fumbled for a moment, then with an air of accomplishment, flung the door open to reveal a room illuminated by a single, flickering candle and occupied by old furniture, stored and covered in white sheets to keep the dust at bay.

      

      Felicity could not help but cast a skeptical glance at the dust-covered furniture. It was clear that this room had not been in use in years.

      

      “Father, what is the meaning of this? This room hardly seems suitable for a conversation, let alone a dinner meant to mend bridges.”

      

      Francis, undeterred, gently urged her further into the room, directing her toward a chair covered with a white cloth. “Please, Felicity, have a seat.”

      

      Felicity crossed her arms, her patience wearing thin as she sat primly on the chair, now fully expecting to be ambushed by more demands for money. “I can’t believe I let you lure me into this room.”

      

      Her voice was tired, her eyes sad, as she watched her father where he stood in the doorway.

      

      With a somewhat serious expression, Francis sighed. “I promise, my dear, it’s not what it seems. I just wanted to talk.”

      

      Felicity watched her father warily, her curiosity tempered by caution. She shifted slightly on the chair, uncomfortable but nonetheless ready to hear whatever explanation or apology he had to offer.

      

      Instead, Francis winced and slammed the door, the lock clicking from the outside.

      

      Felicity could not help but roll her eyes at the absurdity of the situation. She called out in exasperation, her voice a mixture of frustration and amusement, "Father, if you think this is some elaborate ransom scheme, you’ve vastly overestimated your abilities!”

      

      Her father’s slurred voice came from the other side of the door. “No, no, Felicity. I’m not here for ransom. Just a little chat.”

      

      Felicity shook her head, a bemused smile playing at her lips. “A chat while I’m locked in a dusty, forgotten room? You certainly have a flair for the dramatic. What was that letter you left for Stephen? Should you desire to see your wife alive again?”

      

      Felicity couldn’t help but laugh at the desperation of her father’s half-baked plan. She heard her father’s muffled reply through the thick old door.

      

      “It’s the only place we won’t be disturbed. And you can’t say no and slam the door in my face if I’ve already locked the door on you.”

      

      Felicity leaned back in the chair, feeling more amused than threatened as she giggled at her father preemptively slamming the door to give himself the upper hand. “I highly doubt anyone was planning to disturb our ‘chat,’ Father. Though I likely would have slammed the door again, I’ll give you that.”

      

      As Francis attempted to engage her in conversation through the locked door, Felicity could not help but keep laughing at the situation. “You know, Father, if you wanted my attention, a simple letter or message would have sufficed. No need for the theatrics.”

      

      Francis sighed audibly on the other side of the door. “It wasn’t your attention that I wanted, but your husband’s. Maybe I got carried away. I just wanted to make sure you could not truly cut me off, daughter. We are family, after all.”

      

      There was a clink, then the sound of glass shattering outside the door, followed by Francis cursing to himself.

      

      Felicity rolled her eyes. “Family, indeed. Well, here we are, with me locked in a room with nothing but dust and drapes. What’s on your mind, Father?”

      

      “I have debts, and I need them cleared so I may provide dowry—”

      

      “Father, you will drink and gamble away the girls’ dowries as you always have,” Felicity retorted. “You’ve kidnapped your own daughter, how could you possibly think you’re capable of not drinking their future away?”

      

      “Do their future taste like brandy?” Francis hiccupped, and Felicity could not help but laugh at the absolute absurdity of it all.

      

      For such a destructive force in her life, Francis was stunningly harmless and incompetent.

      

      Somehow, it was a comfort to know he was equally as adept at kidnapping as he was at being a father.
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        * * *

      

      The moment Stephen laid eyes on the letter from Francis, his heart seemed to stop. He had just returned home, his thoughts consumed with his plan to seek Felicity out and mend the rift between them, but the letter in his hand shattered those hopes.

      

      A servant had delivered it with a somber expression, and Stephen had taken it without thinking, assuming it was a mere formality. But as he unfolded the parchment and read the contents, the earth beneath his feet felt as though it were crumbling.

      

      Dear Duke of Swinton,

      

      I pen this letter with great urgency, burdened by the realization that the man my daughter married has been nothing short of derelict in his duties. Recent events have compelled me to assert my demands, for I believe silence would be a betrayal of my responsibility toward Felicity.

      

      I write to declare, in no uncertain terms, my absolute insistence on the immediate annulment of your marriage to my daughter. Your actions, or rather your lack thereof, have rendered you wholly unworthy of being part of our family.

      

      You have shown a callous disregard for Felicity’s family, withholding financial assistance when it was most dearly needed. Your indifference to our plight is an affront to the very essence of familial duty. It is incomprehensible that a man of your means and station would choose to turn a blind eye to the suffering of his own wife’s family.

      

      Your neglect and thoughtlessness have left scars that may never fully heal. It is my fervent hope that Felicity can extricate herself from this ill-fated union and find solace away from the shadow of your indifference.

      

      I insist upon an expedient resolution to this matter, and I shall pursue all avenues to ensure that Felicity can move forward unburdened by a marriage that has become nothing but a cruel mockery of what it should be.

      

      With unwavering determination,

      

      The Earl of Elbury.

      

      The room seemed to close in on Stephen, and a surge of anger, confusion, and helplessness washed over him. He crumpled the letter in his fist, his knuckles white with tension, the paper yielding with a slight rustle that echoed his turmoil.

      

      Without a second thought, he strode toward the door, each step heavy with a sense of urgency that drove him forward. Felicity was his wife, his partner, and she was now caught in the middle of a conflict that had escalated far beyond anything he could have imagined.

      

      As Stephen hurriedly left the mansion, his boots echoed against the marble floors, the sound mirroring the rapid pace of his thoughts. His jaw was set, and his brows furrowed in determination. He would find Felicity, confront her father, and fight for the woman he loved. Nothing, not even the most vehement objections from her family, would stand in his way.

      

      The journey to Elbury was a blur of urgency and anxiety for Stephen. Every passing moment without Felicity by his side heightened his unease. He had so many questions, so much he needed to say to her.

      

      Upon his arrival, he was greeted by the sight of Francis standing alone in a dimly lit room, a half-empty bottle of brandy in his trembling hand. Stephen’s expression darkened as he took in the disheveled state of the older man.

      

      “Where is she?” Stephen demanded, his voice holding a tone of controlled anger, edged with steel.

      

      Francis, slurring his words, attempted to make a deal. “Now, now, Your Grace, let’s be reasonable. I’ve come to an agreement with Felicity. If you could just—”

      

      “There has been no agreement. I am already tired of your drunken escapades, and I have recently become aware of how shielded from your chaos Felicity kept me. Where is my wife?” Stephen snarled, and Francis simply flinched away.

      

      Stephen shook his head, his lip curling in disdain at the pathetic old man. His only focus was finding Felicity, ensuring she was safe and unharmed. Ignoring Francis’s protests, he hurried through the house, searching room after room.

      

      And then, he found her.

      

      Felicity was locked in an unused room. Her eyes widened with surprise and relief when she heard the deadbolt slide free and saw that, instead of her drunkard father, it was her husband standing in the doorway.

      

      Stephen quickly crossed theroom, his heart aching at the sight of her, and took her in his arms, holding her tightly. “Are you hurt?” he asked, his concern palpable.

      

      Felicity shook her head against his chest, her eyes filling with emotion. “No, I’m not hurt. Father is a terrible kidnapper. I’m just so glad you’re here.” She stepped back, though she kept hold of his hand. “You didn’t pay his ransom, did you?”

      

      She tried to smile, and Stephen could not help but bark a surprised laugh. They exchanged a glance, and at that moment, all the words they had left unsaid seemed to hang in the air between them.

      

      Felicity’s heart raced as Stephen told her they were going home, and she nodded gratefully.

      

      As the Duke and Duchess turned to leave, Francis made one last attempt to intervene, stepping in their path.

      

      Stephen’s patience, already stretched thin, snapped.

      

      “Enough,” Stephen said, his voice a low, dangerous growl. He took a step closer to Francis, his eyes ablaze with fury. “I’ve had quite enough of your schemes, Francis. You will never bother us again. I would rather die than give you a single penny.”

      

      Felicity watched in awe and a touch of delighted fear as Stephen snarled at her father with an intensity she had never seen before. It was a stark reminder of the depth of his love and commitment to her, a love that knew no bounds and would protect her at all costs.

      

      For a moment, Francis seemed taken aback by the sheer force of Stephen’s words. His eyes darted between the two of them, and for once, he appeared truly defeated. But as his pride overcame his momentary hesitation, he straightened his spine and muttered through gritted teeth, “You’ll regret this, Stephen, mark my words.”

      

      Without another word, Stephen took Felicity’s hand and led her away from her father, leaving behind the man who had once been a part of her life but had now become nothing more than a painful memory.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Several days later, a fire was crackling in the hearth, casting a warm glow over the drawing room. Stephen and Felicity sat side by side on the sofa, their heads bent over a pile of papers together. They had been working for hours, trying to come up with a plan for the upcoming harvest.

      

      “I’m exhausted,” Stephen admitted as he sat up, rubbing his temples. “I don’t know how much longer I can keep this up.”

      

      “I know,” Felicity agreed, rubbing his back gently. “It’s been a lot of work.”

      

      “It’s not just the physical work.” Stephen sighed, though he leaned gratefully into her hand on his back. “It’s the mental burden too. I’m constantly worrying about the estate, and the crops, and the finances. It’s never-ending.”

      

      “I understand.” Felicity consoled her husband, her bright eyes fixed on his expression, full of determined optimism. “But you don’t have to do it all on your own. I want to help.”

      

      “You have been helping,” Stephen said. “But it’s not enough. I think… I think I need you to take a more active role in the business.”

      

      “Is that really appropriate for a duchess?” Felicity put on a smarmy expression and scoffed, and Stephen couldn’t help but laugh.

      

      “Now, I don’t want to just be a helpmeet,” Felicity said seriously as their laughter faded from the room. “I want to be a partner, as we should be in all things.”

      

      Stephen sighed. He knew that she was right, but it was difficult for him to let go of the ideas of traditional gender roles he had been raised to believe in, especially with how thoroughly his mother had instilled them in him.

      

      “I’ll think about it,” Stephen finally allowed, though the phantom of a smile haunted the corner of his mouth, giving Felicity her true answer—she had finally won.

      

      “Thank you,” Felicity said sincerely, resting her forehead against his.

      

      They worked in silence for a few more minutes, and then Stephen spoke up again. “I’ve been thinking about what you said,” he began. “About how we should be partners.”

      

      “Yes?” Felicity raised her eyebrows. “What of it?”

      

      “I think you’re right,” Stephen admitted, though he did not look entirely comfortable with the idea. “I need to let go of the old ways of thinking. I need to start seeing you as my equal.”

      

      Felicity smiled. “I’m glad you’re finally seeing things my way,” she said.

      

      “I’m not sure I’m seeing things your way entirely,” Stephen hedged. “But I’m willing to try.”

      

      “That’s all I ask.” Felicity reached out and affectionately cupped his cheek in her hand.

      

      They talked for a while longer about how they could work together as partners, the fire crackling softly in the background, casting dancing shadows on the walls. Stephen was still hesitant at first, his brows furrowed in thought, his fingers absently tracing the rim of his wine glass.

      

      Felicity’s words hung in the air, a gentle plea for understanding.

      

      “I understand your perspective,” Stephen finally relented, his voice low and contemplative. “But this is all so new to me. I’ve been raised with certain expectations, and it’s not easy to let go of them.”

      

      Felicity reached out and placed a reassuring hand on his arm. “I know, Stephen. Change can be daunting, especially when it challenges everything you’ve known. But we’re in this together. We can navigate these challenges as a team.”

      

      He met her gaze, his stormy eyes softening with gratitude. “You have a way of making everything seem possible, Felicity.”

      

      She smiled, her eyes reflecting the warm glow of the fire. “Because it is, Stephen. Together, there’s nothing we can’t achieve.”

      

      As the evening wore on, their conversation flowed effortlessly, filled with ideas, dreams, and shared aspirations. Stephen’s initial hesitation gradually melted away as he saw the potential of their partnership. He began to speak more freely, sharing his own visions for their future, and Felicity listened with an open heart.

      

      “I’m so glad we had this talk,” Felicity said eventually, her voice carrying a sense of relief and contentment. She leaned in closer to Stephen, her hand finding his across the table. “I feel like a weight has been lifted off my shoulders, and I can’t wait to see where this journey takes us.”

      

      “Me too,” Stephen murmured. “I’m glad we’re finally on the same page.’

      

      They leaned in and kissed, and Stephen knew that he had made the right decision. He was finally ready to let go of the past and embrace the future with Felicity.

      

      When the two broke apart from their kiss, Stephen kept his hand at the back of Felicity’s neck, holding her forehead to his.

      

      “If I am to concede and confess today… let me clear my conscience of all that has burdened me,” he began haltingly.

      

      Felicity felt trepidation creep into her, but she simply nodded encouragingly.

      

      Stephen took a deep breath before continuing, “Felicity, when you were kidnapped, however ineffectively… you vanished. My entire world stopped, and I would have burnt the entire countryside to the ground to find you again. Nothing else mattered, or could ever matter, if you were not beside me.”

      

      He hesitated, meeting her wide eyes, then let his breath out in a sudden rush. “Felicity, my dear wife, I am ashamed that your kidnapping was the catalyst, but that was the moment I realized I love you, truly, dearly, deeply.”

      

      Felicity blinked in shock, never having expected such a confession from her icy, stoic duke.

      

      “Stephen, I love you as well.” She reached up to cup his face with both her hands. “Truly, deeply, dearly.” She smiled, though only for an instant before Stephen was kissing her with a fierce need and desire.

      

      The Duke pushed Felicity back down on the sofa, his hands nearly frantic as they grasped at her, pulling her ever closer as his tongue dominated her mouth.

      

      Felicity tangled her hands in his hair, keeping him close, even as he broke the kiss and began to trail kisses down her throat.

      

      Their need for each other felt frantic, frenzied, as they clawed each other closer, biting at each others’ lips and ears, eliciting deep moans.

      

      Felicity was consumed in every sense by Stephen—the musk of him heavy in the air, the heat of his palms searing through her clothing, hearing him moan and whisper her name, his breath hot against the shell of her ear, the taste of the wine he had sipped before kissing her, that still stained his lips. When she opened her eyes, the sight of him staring back at her, equally lost, equally helpless in their shared need, drove her mad.

      

      Felicity was unsure if she undressed herself or if Stephen tore the clothes off her body. She was so engrossed in kissing him, feeling the places where their skin met, the delicious friction and heat rising between them, within them.

      

      Stephen’s weight was comforting on top of her, and she ran her hands over his well-muscled body, rejoicing in the intimacy of having him so close, so completely.

      

      With another frenzied kiss, Stephen slid inside her, and they both moaned in pleasure.

      

      Kissing passionately, Stephen found a rhythm that made Felicity cry out with every thrust, and he could not restrain himself as he also cried out, rejoicing in the pain of her nails raking down his back as he began to shudder, feeling her tighten around him, her back arching in ecstasy until he could no longer contain his own climax.

      

      As they collapsed together, gasping and panting, they whispered to each other, “I love you. Truly, dearly, deeply.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      The Gibbon siblings were furious when they found out that their father had kidnapped Felicity. They had always known that he was a bit of a ne’er-do-well, but they had never thought he would stoop so low.

      

      “How could he do this to her?” Ian growled, his face red with anger.

      

      “I don’t know,” Deborah said, her eyes filled with tears. “But we’re going to make him pay.”

      

      The siblings decided to hatch a plan to get revenge on Francis. They knew that he was not very smart, so they were confident that they could outsmart him.

      

      The next day, they waited until Francis was asleep. Thanks to his proclivity for drinking, he’d always been a terrifically heavy sleeper. It was a small matter for the five siblings to roll their father onto a blanket and cart him into the pantry, each holding a corner of the blanket. Leah and Cecilia even stopped pushing each other long enough to hold one corner together.

      

      The five siblings placed the blanket down gently, not wanting their father to wake before their plan was complete, tiptoeing back out.

      

      As soon as they were all clear of the pantry, Philip slammed the pantry door shut as hard as he could, locking the deadbolt with an emphatic click. They all giggled as they leaned on the door together.

      

      Francis woke up with a shout as the loud slam echoed through the small pantry, and he immediately tried to open the door, but the deadbolt held firm. He pounded on the door and shouted for help, but no one came. The giggling outside only got louder.

      

      “Help! I’m locked in here!” Francis yelled, thinking that the children outside just didn’t know he was trapped. “Let me out!”

      

      “Oh, hush, Felicity was much calmer about being kidnapped, and you were ransoming her and everything.” Ian laughed through the door, punctuating his words with a few strong knocks.

      

      Hungover, Francis flinched back from the door, clutching his head. “I’m old, I don’t have the constitution for this kind of abuse!”

      

      “Abuse! Like you abused your own daughter, then?” Deborah retorted, her temper flaring. “Of course not! This is just a joke, isn’t it?” She smiled innocently at the door.

      

      The siblings waited for a while, letting Francis yell and knock and plead, and then they finally opened the door.

      

      Francis was furious.

      

      “What did you do that for?” he demanded, scowling at his children as he stumbled out of the pantry, already looking for a drink to ease the pounding in his head and the shaking in his hands.

      

      “We’re getting our revenge for kidnapping Felicity,” Ian said simply, with a carefree shrug and a crooked grin.

      

      “That was a joke!” Francis cried, finding a bottle of brandy, still sneering at the children. “A misunderstanding! I didn’t really kidnap her. You can’t kidnap someone in their own home.”

      

      “We don’t believe you,” Deborah retorted flatly.

      

      “We’ve let you out this time,” Ian said. “But if you ever try to hurt Felicity again, we’ll do worse than this.”

      

      In agreement, Philip slammed a metal serving dish down on a nearby table, the resulting clang ringing in all of their ears. He flinched so hard that he dropped the bottle of brandy, shattering it across the floor.

      

      “Clean that up,” Philip said coldly. “And we better not catch you lapping at it like a dog.”

      

      The siblings had well and truly gotten their revenge. Francis would never forget this day, and he would definitely think twice before kidnapping Felicity, or blackmailing a duke, ever again.
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        * * *

      

      Stephen sat in his office, his head in his hands as he stared at the new carpet chosen by his wife. He had been dreading this meeting for weeks, but now that it was here, he knew he had to do it. He had to stand up to his family and set some boundaries.

      

      The door opened, and the Dowager Duchess, Arthur, and Johanna walked in. They all looked at him with surprise. They were not used to seeing him so tense and determined.

      

      “What is this about?” Modesty asked, a sneer never far from her lips. “Have you changed your mind about a new home in Bath?”

      

      “No, Mother, there will be no new home in Bath.” Stephen took a deep breath and stood up. “I’m setting some boundaries,” he said. “I’m not going to let you dictate my life anymore.”

      

      Modesty’s eyes narrowed. “What do you mean?” she asked, and Stephen could almost imagine that he saw calculations flashing in her eyes as she determined exactly what that meant for her.

      

      “I’m talking about the way you’ve treated Felicity,” Stephen said. “You’ve been nothing but rude and disrespectful toward her, and I won’t tolerate it anymore.”

      

      Modesty’s face flushed with anger. “She’s not good enough for you,” she hissed. “She’s not from a good family. She does not deserve the title of Duchess.”

      

      “Your opinion doesn’t matter,” Stephen said in a firm voice. “I love her, and that’s all that should matter. By disparaging her, you disparage me, and I cannot abide any who would speak so ill of my wife. You taught me that yourself, Mother.”

      

      “You’re making a grave mistake,” Modesty spat, fury making her cheeks ruddy under the fashionable rouge. “You’ll regret this.”

      

      Stephen shook his head. “I won’t regret it,” he insisted. “And I’m not going to discuss this anymore.” He turned to Arthur, his eyes hard. “And I’m not going to let you treat me like a doormat anymore,” he said. “You’re not the heir, and you don’t get to make decisions for me. I will not be covering up your rakish indulgences any longer, and you’ll be finding ways to pay your own bar tab.”

      

      Arthur’s face twisted into a sneer. “You’re just a coward,” he snarled. “You have always been afraid to stand up to me.”

      

      Stephen’s eyes met Arthur’s, and for a moment, there was a flash of anger in his own eyes. But then, he took a deep breath and let it go. “I’m not afraid of you,” he said. “In fact, this is me standing up to you. I’m just not going to let you bully me anymore.”

      

      Leaving Arthur opening and closing his mouth like a fish, Stephen turned to Johanna. “And you,” he continued. “You need to start acting like an adult. You’re not a child anymore, and you need to start taking responsibility for your own life.”

      

      Johanna rolled her eyes. “I have long been an adult,” she retorted. “In fact, you should be planning my dowry for when I find—”

      

      “You will find nothing if you don’t grow up,” Stephen snapped. “Worry less about the gowns of your friends and more about the company you keep.”

      

      He took a step forward, and his voice was suddenly louder. “I’m not going to let you get away with this anymore,” he said. “I’m not going to let you treat Felicity like she’s less than you. And I’m not going to let you bully me. I’m the head of this family now—I have been for years—and I’m the one who makes the decisions. So, from now on, you’re going to start respecting me and my choices. Is that understood?”

      

      Modesty, Arthur, and Johanna all looked at each other, stunned. They had never seen Stephen like this before. He was usually so silent, always appeasing them.

      

      “Yes,” Modesty uttered finally, shock making her voice hoarse. “We understand.”

      

      Stephen nodded. “Good,” he said. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have work to do.”

      

      He dismissed them, staring them down sternly until they each filed out of the room, chastened, leaving him sitting alone in his office.

      

      As his family walked away, Stephen could feel the tension in his shoulders begin to ease. He had done it. He had stood up to his family and set some boundaries. It had been difficult, but it was worth it. He knew that he had done the right thing.

      

      He took a deep breath of fresh air and smiled. He was finally free.
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      In the soft glow of their bedroom, Stephen and Felicity sat side by side, sharing stories of their day. The flickering candles cast dancing shadows on the walls, creating a cozy ambiance that had become their nightly ritual.

      

      Felicity began, her eyes bright with enthusiasm, “You won’t believe what happened at the estate today, Stephen. We had a surprise visit from a renowned botanist who was passing through the area. He offered to help Will and I improve the gardens, and I must say, his knowledge is simply extraordinary.”

      

      Stephen listened intently, his interest piqued. “That sounds like a fortunate turn of events, my dear. I know how much you’ve been working on revitalizing the gardens.”

      

      Felicity nodded, her excitement contagious. “Indeed, and his suggestions were brilliant. I can’t wait to see the changes in bloom next spring. The estate will be even more breathtaking.”

      

      Stephen smiled, genuinely happy to see Felicity so animated. “I’m thrilled to hear that, Felicity. Your dedication to this place is remarkable.”

      

      Stephen shared his day as well, recounting a meeting with some of his advisors about estate matters. Felicity listened attentively, offering her insights and thoughts.

      

      Stephen leaned back, his brow furrowing slightly. “It was a rather taxing day at the estate, my love. The discussions with my advisors were more heated than usual. We’ve been dealing with an issue regarding some of the tenants on our northern properties. They’ve been struggling with their crops due to the unusually dry weather, and it’s affecting their ability to pay rent.”

      

      Felicity nodded thoughtfully, her mind already racing with ideas. “That does sound challenging, Stephen. Perhaps we could look into providing them some relief, like reduced rent until their crops recover. It would alleviate their burden and show our support.”

      

      Stephen’s eyes softened as he regarded his wife. “You always have a solution, don’t you? That’s a brilliant idea, my dear. I’ll discuss it with my advisors in the morning.”

      

      The conversation faded as the two began to drift off in each other’s arms, until Felicity broke the silence.

      

      Her voice wavered as she spoke, her eyes sparkling with an unusual excitement. “Stephen, there’s something I need to tell you.”

      

      Stephen turned to her, his gaze filled with curiosity and warmth. “Of course, my dear. What is it?”

      

      Felicity took a deep breath, her fingers trembling slightly as she reached out to touch his hand. “I’ve been feeling different lately, and the physician came to see me when you weren’t here. Stephen, we’re going to have a baby.”

      

      Stephen’s eyes widened in surprise, and then a radiant smile spread across his face. He wrapped his arms around Felicity, pulling her into a warm embrace. “A baby?” he repeated, his voice filled with joy. “Truly?”

      

      Felicity nodded, tears of happiness glistening in her eyes. “Yes, Stephen. We’re going to be parents.”

      

      Stephen kissed her forehead, his heart swelling with love and anticipation. “This is wonderful news, Felicity! I can hardly believe it. Our own little family.”

      

      Felicity snuggled closer to him, overwhelmed by the flood of emotions coursing through her. “I know, Stephen. I couldn’t be happier. Our love is creating something truly, dearly, deeply beautiful.”

      

      
        
        The End?
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        Are you eager to take a peek on Felicity and Stephen’s future? Then enjoy this complimentary short story featuring their happily ever after.

      

        

      
        Simply TAP HERE to read it now for FREE! or use this link: https://go.maybelbardot.com/74Xr3aI8 directly in your browser.

      

        

      
        This will surely be the cherry on top ♥
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LONDON, 1798

        

      

    

    
      Beatrice fingered the piano keys with style. She might not play with grace or precisely in time, and she habitually added her own slight flourishes when the music did not call for it, but she enjoyed playing all the same.

      And how could she not when her three friends were playing with her? She looked around the room with a large smile on her face as Caroline strummed the guitar, Alice played the flute, and Daphne pulled her bow across violin strings.

      Was there anything better than being with company?

      Beatrice didn’t think so as long as the company was decent and entertaining. There were no other people she would rather spend time with. The only problem was that with so many social events, it was hard to find the time to be with her best friends.

      The song ended, and Beatrice added one of her trademark flourishes on the piano.

      "Wasn’t that wonderful?" Beatrice called out, almost collapsing under her giddiness.

      "It is really coming along, but we have a lot to work on," Caroline said.

      Beatrice glanced at her friend and smiled. Caroline would help them to strive to be the best—she might be a little overbearing at times, but only because she wanted all of them to be the best they could be in every way.

      "Shall we take a break?" Beatrice did not wait for a response. "James! Will you please bring in the refreshments?"

      "Of course, Lady Beatrice," James replied.

      Beatrice cajoled the ladies over to the refreshments after they had placed down their respective instruments.

      "Well?" Alice asked Daphne.

      "What?" Daphne shrunk a little now she was in the spotlight.

      "Daphne, we know you," Alice continued. "Will you please say what you need to say? If you are in some sort of trouble, we can help you."

      "No, I don’t need help. I feel foolish about the whole thing as it is."

      Beatrice wanted to help her friend more—they were polar opposites. Daphne liked to sit in the corner and be a wallflower at social events, while Beatrice was a social butterfly.

      "What have you done?" Alice asked.

      "I haven’t done anything." Daphne looked ashamed. "All right, I might have done something, but it is not my fault."

      "Come on, out with it!" Caroline demanded.

      "I need Alice’s help."

      Alice smiled. She was sure the other two women in the room could help their friend, but she felt honored to have been asked first.

      "Tell us what you need, Daphne, and we can fix this together," Alice said.

      "Well," Daphne started, "I… well, can you pretend to be betrothed?"

      Beatrice’s ears perked up. It was such an unusual request that it became the most entertaining thing in the world.

      "Betrothed?" Alice was shocked.

      "It’s not like that," Daphne muttered. "I know you have always spoken about never wanting to be married, and this is just perfect. You don’t have to marry him; just pretend you will."

      "What have you gotten yourself into, Alice," Beatrice asked, needing to know everything.

      Daphne addressed the floor rather than the room.

      She told the three women how she had agreed to act as the betrothed of one of her childhood friends, the Duke of Notley. She wanted to help him but had only accepted because she did not like to say no to people, and confrontation was always hard for her.

      When Alice agreed to go in Daphne’s stead, it only stoked the flames of Beatrice’s excitement. She almost wished she could go herself—it sounded like such a lark, and a Duke was sure to have many public engagements and social gatherings.

      But there was a problem. Alice had already agreed to wed a wealthy anonymous suitor to fund her dream of opening an art gallery, and now she was stuck.

      If there was only someone who could come to the rescue!

      "I shall do it," Beatrice announced. "I can go and talk to Alice’s suitor. That sounds such fun. Oh, please let me do it, Alice."

      "You want to do this?" Alice asked.

      "Oh, can you imagine the scene I will create! Of course, they won’t know who I am, but they will talk about it for weeks; maybe months!"

      "The way this afternoon is shaping up, I shall be caught up in some scheme too before long," Caroline noted.

      "Oh, my goodness!" Beatrice burst. "I forgot the tedious task I was supposed to do." She shot a quick look at Caroline. "Tedious? I meant grandiose. My young cousin is about to debut, and her brother, Cousin Benedict, believes she needs to be taught manners, and they want me to do it. How am I supposed to do such a thing? I don’t know the first thing about teaching manners."

      "No," murmured Caroline.

      "If only there were someone who knew about this sort of thing and was actually good at teaching," Beatrice continued.

      "Yes, I mean, if I were able, I would, of course," Caroline said.

      "Oh, please, please, please, Caroline! You would be so much better than me! Please do this so I can help Alice. Please help my cousin so she does not turn out like me and turns out more like you!"

      Caroline tightened her lips and frowned. Finally, she rolled her eyes and said, "All right."

      "Oh, thank you, thank you, Thank you!" Beatrice gasped. "I shall get to go and rebuff Alice’s gentleman suitor, and you shall travel to Scotland."

      "Scotland?" Caroline shrieked.
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MUNTHORPE MANOR, LONDON OUTSKIRTS

        

      

    

    
      Beatrice still had music playing in her head when she returned home to Munthorpe Manor. She hummed along to the song they had invented together, and while it was not going to make waves in the musical world, it was very catchy.

      She danced her way from the carriage to the front door of the manor, where Ruth, Beatrice’s lady’s maid, was waiting for her. Ruth had a twinkle in her eye and a permanent smile. Although, the smile on her face was slight and not broad as usual.

      "Is everything all right?" Beatrice asked when she was inside.

      "Of course. Fine, Lady Beatrice."

      Ruth was old enough to be Beatrice's mother, and since Beatrice’s mother had passed, she had acted like a mother to Beatrice and her sister. The lady’s maid acted as if she was going to say something else, but she hesitated.

      A moment later, shouting came from far down the hallway. Beatrice’s head snapped to the left as she looked to where her father was shouting. Beatrice could not hear what was being said, but she was sure her sister Arabella was the brunt of his ire.

      "Ruth, would you please ensure there is paper and ink in my room? I have an important letter to write."

      "Of course, Lady Beatrice."

      Beatrice wanted to write a letter to her cousin to explain that she would not be coming, and her friend Caroline would be arriving instead. She would detail how this was much better for everyone, and Caroline would teach manners much better than she ever could.

      She went straight toward the commotion, fearing that her father was too brash toward Arabella. Arabella was her older sister by three years, but Beatrice, at only twenty years old, felt protective of her sister.

      The closer she got, the louder the shouting.

      "…to a ball, and I do not know how else I can help you, Arabella. All I want is for you to be happy, but you are not."

      "I am, Papa!" Arabella claimed.

      Beatrice held back, stopping before she would be visible to her father and sister. She did not like it when her father got like this and often felt she was to blame.

      "You could try going to more balls with your sister," her father shouted. "How will you ever meet people if you stay cooped up in here? Do you not want a life outside of the Manor, Arabella?"

      "I do, Papa," she claimed.

      Beatrice hated that their father compared them as much as he did. Beatrice was happy and had friends, and while Arabella didn’t have all that many friends, Beatrice was sure her sister was happy in her own way. At least, she never seemed depressed, only gloomy at times.

      "Well, if you are going to be a proper lady like your sister, then you have to put the effort in, my dear. You can’t expect the world to come to you—you have to go to it. Beatrice knows how to do that, and you should by now."

      Beatrice could stand it no longer. She emerged from her hiding spot and took in the scene. Her father had his back to her, and Arabella stood facing him, nodding her head meekly to everything he said.

      "Papa!" Beatrice exclaimed. "Papa, you can’t talk to Bella like that; it’s not fair. I am who I am, and she is who she is, and there is nothing wrong with that."

      Francis Lewis, the Earl of Rayment, turned to face his younger daughter. He was a stately and handsome man, and he still looked virile for a man of fifty-six. "Ah, Beatrice. Will you please talk some sense into your sister and tell her she must attend the ball with you next month."

      "I will not tell her to do anything, Papa. Bella is more than capable of making her own decisions."

      "Clearly, she is not," Francis stated sternly. "She is twenty-three and is not married. It is not becoming of a woman."

      Beatrice placed her hands on her hips. "Bella is a fine woman; any man would be lucky to have her."

      "Then she should put herself out there like you, Beatrice. Why can’t you talk some sense into your sister."

      "I am right here," Arabella murmured.

      "You have plenty of suitors after you, Beatrice," Francis stated.

      "I don’t know if that is a good thing, Papa!" Beatrice replied.

      "Well, it is better than me pulling my hair out every night because my oldest daughter is going to grow old alone and not have children to look after her."

      "She will not grow old alone!" Beatrice shouted.

      "She already is!" Francis blasted.

      The room fell silent. Beatrice stood with her hands on her hips, staring at her father, who had his hands on his head. His face was bright red. Eventually, Francis rubbed his face and shook his head.

      "I’m trying my best," he muttered. Francis looked between both of his daughters before he walked off.

      Beatrice looked at her sister. "How are you doing, Bella?"

      "I’m tired. I’m going to bed," Arabella stated. She wandered off, muttering, "I am a person and can think for myself."

      Beatrice wanted to run after her, but she knew Arabella needed some space first. Instead, she went upstairs to her room to write her letter.

      The letter was quick to compose. Beatrice hoped to spend more time writing to her cousin to let her older sister cool off. Once she was done, her mind fell back to her sister. Arabella’s last words stuck in Beatrice’s mind—Arabella was her own person and deserved to be treated as such; she deserved to find happiness and not have perceived happiness thrust upon her. Beatrice got up and went to Arabella’s room.

      "Bella?" Beatrice knocked on the door as she whispered her sister’s name.

      "Bea, I am in no mood to be convinced Papa is right about my sad excuse for a life."

      "That is not why I am here. I have some news that might cheer you up," Beatrice said. "Please let me in, Bella."

      There was silence from within the room, but curiosity must have gotten the better of her, for Arabella moved from her bed and came to the bedroom door to open it.

      Beatrice pouted when the door swung open. "Please don't be mad at me, Bella! I wish Father would not compare us constantly."

      "I’m not mad at you." Arabella ushered Beatrice into her room.

      Arabella went back to the bed, lying down on it, while Beatrice sat on the end.

      "And you can’t blame Father," Beatrice said. "You know he’s trying his best, and with Mother not around anymore, he doesn’t think he stands a chance, does he?"

      Arabella closed her eyes and sighed. "I don’t blame him, really—he is right about everything. I am dull and melancholy, and you are fun and bright."

      "Anyone can be fun and bright," Beatrice said.

      "That does not make me feel any better." Arabella sulked.

      "Do not be purposefully gloomy," Beatrice suggested. She moved up the bed and lay beside her sister, both of them propped up on the headboard. "You might not be the first up to dance or sing, but you are the most interesting person I know, Bella. I would have no one else for a sister, and that is a fact."

      "Is it?" Arabella asked.

      "It is! I have been to so many balls where women get dressed up in tight dresses and smile and laugh, but they talk about nothing other than the shade of their gown or the smell of their perfume. Gossip can be fun, of course, but there is only so much to talk about. When the gossip is depleted, they stand with mouths agape like a fish out of water."

      Arabella smiled. "That, I would like to see. I don’t have any aversion to marriage and finding a husband; I really don’t. It’s just… please, tell me what you came here to tell me. I could do with cheering up, and if I know my sister, I know this will be entertaining."

      Beatrice stared straight ahead. She could feel something from her sister, but she was not sure what it was. There was something she kept buried inside. She knew she would not get it out of her.

      "I just came from a visit with Alice, Caroline, and Daphne. The amount of gossip us four ladies can generate would keep the Ton talking for a week." Beatrice took her sister’s hand and held it tight, hoping to reassure her that she was there for her. "I shall have to talk to Daphne soon to see how she gets on at the ball. She is as reserved as you are, but she is venturing far outside her comfort zone."

      Beatrice leaned her head against her sister’s shoulder. "I do not mean that in a bad way, Bella. You do know I love you more than anyone else in the world."

      Arabella placed her head on Beatrice’s. "I know, Bea. I love you too."

      "So, Daphne is attending a ball, Caroline is going to Scotland in my place, and Alice is pretending to be betrothed. You can’t tell anyone about this, Bella."

      "My lips are sealed." Her tone was not as gloomy as it had been five minutes ago. "So, what have you gotten yourself into, dear sister?"

      "I am going tomorrow to reject a man’s advances on behalf of Alice. She has been corresponding with a wealthy gentleman but does not need to wed him anymore. I'm sure she would speak to him, but she is embroiled in Daphne’s scheme now. So, I am to do it! It shall be such a laugh, Bella! I shall let him down gently, of course, but what fun to be able to do such a thing."

      Beatrice felt Arabella’s shoulder's stuttered rise and fall as she chuckled silently.

      "You are awful, Bea!" Arabella exclaimed. "Only you could be excited about such a thing."

      "It is rather exciting," Beatrice admitted.

      Arabella stopped laughing. "Promise me you will be careful."

      "I always am," Beatrice admitted. "I might not show that, but I wouldn’t endanger myself. Do you think I might have to be cautious?"

      "I don’t know," Arabella responded. "You mentioned the man was wealthy—that could mean he is powerful too. Men in power do not like to be told no. And if he finds out about the deception, he might be even more annoyed. Be careful that you let him down gently."

      "I will," Beatrice uttered.

      Inside, she was not as excited anymore. She thought she would be playing a role with no repercussions, but she would be changing the course of the man’s life and possibly anger him in the process.
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BLACKFORD ESTATE, OUTSIDE LONDON

        

      

    

    
      Charles Price, the Duke of Blackford, sat at the desk in his large study. He had a smaller study and a larger drawing room but did not use his drawing room nearly enough and disliked moving from his study when he had guests, so he combined the two in one room. If you included the three large shelves filled with books, it could be argued that the room was a library also.

      The room worked well for his needs. He could easily utilize the three rooms in his large mansion, but he had so few guests that they were superfluous to his needs. So, he worked and entertained all in one space.

      "Your Grace, the Viscount of St. Clair has arrived, as has the mail," the butler said.

      "Show him in, Cummings," Charles replied.

      Cummings nodded and handed the single letter to the Duke. Charles tapped the letter against his large oak desk—he had been awaiting correspondence but was hesitant to open it. He flicked open the wax seal with his thumb and unfolded it.

      Your Grace,

      We cordially invite you to supper at Duncan House on the twenty-ninth of May. Please reply as soon as possible.

      Priscilla Mowbray, Dowager Duchess of Egerton

      Charles shook his head. His mother was always so formal, as if he were not her son and merely a duke she would like to dine with. The yearly dinner was a tradition that went back to when she had moved to live with the Duke of Egerton, and it persisted until this day. Twenty-two years of family dinners at Duncan House, and he dreaded each one.

      A noise in the doorway brought him from his daydream, and when he looked up, he found his good friend Stephen Jones, the Viscount of St. Clair, standing there.

      "Blackford," Stephen said warmly in greeting.

      "St. Clair," Charles replied.

      "What has gotten you so shaken?" Stephen asked, nodding toward the letter in the Duke’s hand.

      "Oh, this? No, nothing; only an invitation to dinner with my mother and her children."

      "That explains it," Stephen announced, fully wandering the room. "I would be terrified if I had to dine with your mother. She is a fearsome woman."

      Charles shot Stephen a sardonic smile. "Yes, I am sure you would be terrified to dine with her—I cannot hold my tongue around her, and I end up coming off as the impolite one. If they did not try to manipulate and deceive, then—" Charles shook his head and tried to forget all about them.

      The viscount might be his only friend, and he knew Charles better than he knew himself sometimes—a fact that annoyed the Duke, even if he would never admit it.

      "I am sure I will be able to control myself," Charles added. He gestured over toward the crystal decanter and glasses.

      Stephen waved his hand dismissively. "I am sure you will try! Now, how can we sit inside on such a fine day, Blackford? I come here every so often to ensure you are not yet withered and stiff, and we have a good time, of course, but there is more to life! My coach is still waiting downstairs, and I insist you accompany me to London City to have a drink there. Perhaps there will be some totty on display too."

      "So that is your game," Charles noted.

      Stephen held his hands out to the side. "Come on, Blackford! You don’t even have to talk to anyone while we are out. A few drinks and perhaps some food, and we can return here. I can’t be caged, and you know that. I need to flap my wings!"

      "And dip your beak into some trouble," Charles smiled. "Fine. I could do with getting out of this place for something more than business."

      Charles stood up and left the room, with Stephen following, a large grin on his face. The Duke did not deem it necessary to change from the formal clothing he was already wearing, so they both headed downstairs to Stephen’s carriage. The Duke ordered Cummings to ensure food was prepared for their return later that evening.

      "How is the business with the Earl of Seymour?" Stephen asked once they were in the coach.

      "It is not," Charles replied. "I am fighting the battle on two fronts. I have spoken to him briefly on occasion, but I have not yet been able to set up a more formal meeting. Our schedules never seem to line up, but I suspect it is more than that."

      "I heard his wife is a cold and demanding woman," Stephen said.

      Charles nodded. "I have heard the same. The earl would never admit it, but I sense his wife holds some power over him. If she does not like someone, then he does not either. The man places a lot of worth on family and will negate a business deal if it does not align with those values."

      "Then there is only one thing that will solve your problems," Stephen exclaimed.

      Charles gave his friend a withering look.

      "You said it yourself last year—you spoke of finding a practical match."

      "I might have said that in passing, but I have no intention of marrying."

      Stephen shifted excitedly in his seat, gesturing with his arms as if he were on stage. "Don’t you see, Blackford? The earl is a family man, and if you are not also, then how do you expect to do business with him?"

      "You are suggesting I should marry so I can do business with the earl," Charles said.

      The coach bumped up and down as it traversed a cobbled street. It was warm outside, but the curtains in the carriage windows stopped the stuffy heat from pervading.

      "I am suggesting that it is the right thing to do for a duke of your stature, and if that helps you in business, then it is a welcome bonus."

      "And what is the right thing to do for a viscount of your stature?" Charles raised one eyebrow.

      "Debauchery, most likely," Stephen replied.

      Charles chuckled. A moment later, he looked a little confused and opened the curtain to look out. "Are we not going to Black’s?"

      "Ah, I thought we might go for tea first," Stephen noted.

      "Tea? Since when did you take tea in the afternoon over an ale or cognac?"

      Stephen pursed his lips as a wide grin appeared on them.

      "Out with it!" Charles demanded.

      "You should be thanking me," Stephen said as he allowed the grin on his face to widen.

      "What is going on?" Charles shifted uncomfortably in his seat.

      "Well, you did mention previously that you wanted a suitable wife, and I know you have all your time taken by your business, so I acted on your behalf."

      Charles did not respond. He sat glaring at his friend, waiting for a more comprehensive answer.

      "So," Stephen continued, "I placed an advertisement in the local newspaper and have been corresponding with a woman on your behalf."

      Still, Charles was silent, but his face turned from slightly tanned to bright red. He pursed his lips tight, afraid of what he might say.

      "As I said, you should be thanking me," Stephen tried.

      "Turn the carriage around!" Charles demanded. "You shall write to her at once and inform her of the misunderstanding, and we shall never talk of it again."

      The coach came to a halt.

      "Ah, we are here," Stephen murmured.

      "I am not taking tea with you, neither am I sharing the afternoon with you. Order your driver to take us back. Now!" Charles shouted.

      "I will not trouble you anymore today." Stephen kept a straight face, but a small smile played at the corner of his mouth. "I did not want to alarm you in advance, but she will meet you here in ten minutes, Blackford."

      "What!" the Duke boomed. "How could…! What sort of…! You rogue!"

      Stephen had up his hands. "It is done now, so there is no use complaining about it. Your afternoon is free, so why not meet her? She might be the practical match you have been dreaming of. What is the harm in that? And if she is not becoming, you can let her down and still have the afternoon free."

      Charles was silent again, but his rage was clear.

      "I know, I know." Stephen held up his hands again. "I try to help, but I only mess things up. Thankfully, you are here to clean up my mess without any embarrassment to either of us."

      Charles glared at his friend, pinning him to the seat with his eyes. He shook his head, stormed out of the carriage, and headed toward the tea shop.

      "Miss Alice!" Stephen called after him.

      Charles burst into the tearoom, and the sound of the doors being flung open demanded attention, but his presence commanded more, and try as they might, people found it hard to look away. He carried a reputation with him.

      

      "Your Grace," the host bowed as low as he could, averting his eyes. "Table for one?"

      "For three," Charles snapped. He was irked by the stammering of the host and not happy with the situation. "Miss Alice will be joining me soon."

      "Of course, Your Grace. Right this way."

      The host led Charles toward the far end of the room, not because he wanted to hide the Duke away, but because the tearoom was almost filled.

      "The Ruthless Duke."

      The whisper came from his left, but he didn’t turn to face whoever had said it. He didn’t care who said it. What he did care about was how much people flinched or withdrew in his presence. Still, it helped him conduct most of his business without issue.

      The Duke sat, and he sent off the server to return when Miss Alice arrived to take their order. He looked around the tea shop and caught sight of people looking at him. They looked away immediately when caught staring.

      "Miss Alice."

      He looked up when he heard the name. Standing near the entrance were two women—one of whom was presumably her chaperone.

      But the other!

      The Duke would have been speechless if he were about to talk, and his breath would have been taken away if he was not holding it.

      Miss Alice was slightly below average in height but well above average when it came to her curves. Charles was far enough away that Miss Alice would not catch him looking. His eyes ventured over her curves like a mounted rider exploring hillocks and valleys.

      She stood with an air of confidence that immediately endeared Charles. Outside of him, she was the most commanding presence in the tearoom, and the host burst into a wide smile talking with her. It was magical to see the way she moved and spoke, and Charles waited eagerly for her to be led to him.

      When she was, she stared straight at him. Charles found himself rising from his chair as if he was possessed, and he smiled when she did, the dimples on her cheeks becoming apparent. But it was her eyes that captivated him the most.

      He stared into the twin pools of blue as if looking into a watery abyss. His pulse quickened, and he finally let out the breath he was holding. His hands wandered her body in his mind. He felt a stirring in his trousers as her hips swayed from one side to the other, and all he could think about was how she would look unclothed.

      It was going to be harder to rebuff this woman than he expected.
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      The coach pulled up at the tearoom, and Beatrice felt a flutter of nerves. It was exciting to be doing this, and she had planned all the ways she could let him down, both gently and not, and she was thinking about how she could draw out the afternoon. He was a duke, after all. Although, that was all she knew about him.

      It was not every day that there was an opportunity to have afternoon tea with a duke.

      Ruth walked by Beatrice’s side as they entered the establishment. Beatrice immediately looked around, wondering which of the men she was there to meet. She had not thought about it until that moment, but she hoped he would be handsome.

      "Welcome, madam. Table for two?" the host asked.

      "I am here to meet someone," Beatrice replied.

      "And the name of your party?"

      "Um, I’m sorry, I… my name is Beatrice."

      Beatrice felt a star nudge in her back.

      "Sorry, I am Alice," she said quickly. "What has gotten into me? Forgetting my own name? Whatever next? Shall I forget how to walk or talk?" Beatrice giggled nervously. "Yes, I am Alice. Alice is my name."

      "Of course," the host replied. He did not find the situation as funny as Beatrice did.

      Although, Beatrice was not sure she found the mishap funny. She must be careful not to do something like that in front of Alice’s suitor—it would be one thing to damage the man’s ego with the disappointment of rejection, but for him to find out she had been sent in Alice’s stead would be too much.

      "Right this way, Miss Alice," the host said.

      Beatrice’s eyes fell on the gentleman as he rose from the table near the back of the room. Her smile wavered for a moment, and her mouth hung open like a fish as she took him in.

      He looked angry to be there, and that did not bode well for what was to come. Yet, she quickly refocused on him when she fully took in his statuesque figure. He cut a commanding figure in the tea house, and she was sure other women, and some men too, were looking at him. That only made her want him more.

      How can I want him more when I don’t want him in the first place? Although…

      It was hard not to be attracted to the Duke. His green eyes sparkled like emeralds from across the room, and when he held her gaze, she found she could not look away. Her heart sped up as she walked toward him, and it felt as if everything was happening in slow motion. She imagined how it would feel to be in his embrace.

      Stop it!

      She might be outlandish at times, but the thought was far too much—and her thoughts felt out of control. She lost more control when the Duke’s eyes roamed up and down her body. It felt as if he were touching her.

      "The Ruthless Duke," Ruth whispered.

      For a moment, Beatrice thought it was a joke. She was with her lady’s maid, Ruth, and the Duke was not. He was literally a Ruth-less duke. The reality of the situation kicked in immediately. She had not met him before, but she had heard stories. The Ruthless Duke was not a man to be trifled with.

      Her smile almost faltered, but Beatrice was an expert at being in unpredictable situations. She pushed her shoulders back, smiled wider, and walked toward her fate.

      "Good afternoon, Miss Alice. Charles Price, the Duke of Blackford."

      "It is a pleasure to meet you finally, Your Grace," Beatrice responded.

      He did not hold out his hand to greet her, but she was thankful for that. Not because she did not want to shake it but because she was worried she might not let go.

      "I am Miss Alice… Dowding!" Beatrice practically shouted the surname when it finally came to her. She was making the most awful first impression. "This is my chaperone, Miss Allen."

      "It is a pleasure to meet you, Miss Allen," the Duke said, inclining his head.

      "A pleasure, Your Grace," Ruth responded.

      Charles gestured to the chairs. "Please, sit down."

      Beatrice had been determined to get to know Alice’s potential suitor before letting him down gently, but she wanted to get it over with as quickly as possible now. The only problem was who she was dealing with. If the Ruthless Duke was as ruthless as people said, she did not want to get on the wrong side of him and have Alice or her family suffer the consequences.

      I am going to have to make him reject me instead.

      The server came to their table, and they ordered cakes, meat pastries, tarts, and two types of tea.

      "You must pardon me, Your Grace. I like to mix Earl Grey and peppermint tea together. Don’t you find that they are hideous when on their own? Even with nine cubes of sugar," Beatrice stated.

      "I am not partial to tea, so I shall have to take your word for it."

      "And why should you?" Beatrice asked. "You are a wealthy and powerful duke. I would assume that you enjoy a good tankard of ale or a large glass of rum. I do not drink rum anymore after the last time. I made quite a fool of myself."

      The Duke looked up from his plate, and there was a new sparkle in his eye. "Did you? Yes, we were all young once. I am curious now—what did you do to make a fool of yourself?"

      Beatrice had not expected the question, but the lilt in his voice made her want to share with him. She wanted to come across as unbecoming, but her suitor was asking for more information. If anything, he should be put off by the comment. Besides, she was only fabricating the story, so there was no one to tell.

      "Um, oh… it was such a long time ago now," Beatrice stalled. "I was drinking rum with some friends from the docks." She looked at the Duke to gauge his reaction to that. Surely the scenario was already horrific for a man such as him. He remained stoic. "Yes, I was drinking too much rum, and I have no idea where Ruth was—she must have wandered off, or I must have."

      The glare from Ruth almost made Beatrice come clean. Her lady’s maid was in on the ruse, but that did not mean Beatrice had to paint her maid as someone who did not do her job properly. Yet, if she was going to get the Duke to reject her quickly, she needed to pull out all the stops.

      "Well, a friend of my father’s must have seen me, and he approached me, and I referred to him as a baron instead of a duke! Can you imagine that? Well, he was awfully offended, though I don’t know why. Don’t you think all these titles can become rather silly?"

      "Perhaps," Charles replied.

      Beatrice could see that he was annoyed, but she got the impression that he was constantly annoyed, so she was unsure if her stories were doing the trick or not. She decided to switch tact.

      Beatrice picked up the closest pastry, one far too large to put in her mouth in one go. "Oh, I am famished." She bit the pastry in half and started chewing on it. "You must tell me about yourself, Your Grace," she mumbled through her full mouth.

      

      "There is not much to tell." The Duke looked and sounded calm, but the sharp crack as he placed his fork forcefully down on the plate made her stomach roll.

      His voice was alluring—the words dripped from his lips like treacle trickling from a spoon on a summer day. His actions made her smile inside—she was getting to him.

      "I live alone on my estate and tend to business most of my days. I have found lately that it would be best if I started a family. I know how people look at me—I am wealthy and have some power, yet, I am without a wife or children. That is not right."

      "No, it is not," Beatrice murmured. She was thinking how it would be to be the Duke’s wife—not the household duties or other boring things, but the events they would attend and balls they would host. And perhaps a stolen kiss from him. She quickly shook her head to rid herself of such brazen thoughts and had to lift her gaze from his chest to his eyes. "I am sure people do not look at you negatively."

      "Then you must not have heard of my nickname: the Ruthless Duke," Charles stated.

      "The Ruthless Duke?" Beatrice asked. "Then that makes me the Ruth-ful Lady!"

      Beatrice burst out laughing as loud as she dared in the tea house. She garnered the attention of many of the tables surrounding them.

      "The youthful lady?" Charles asked. "I don’t understand!"

      "Youthful!" Beatrice laughed again. "Oh, you are funny. Ruth-ful! Because my maid is named Ruth. You are Ruth-less, and I am Ruth-ful. Youthful!" She shook her head and slapped him playfully on the arm, hoping to appear too forward.

      As soon as her hand touched his bicep, she could not stop herself from holding it there. He was powerful! Just not in the way that had been intimated. She caught his sparkling green eyes again as they bored into her soul with such power that she almost withered under his gaze and quickly removed her hand from his arm. She laughed loudly again to mask her embarrassment.

      

      "Madam! Will you please calm down!"

      Beatrice did not know which detection the command came from, but the Duke must have. He rose from his chair and turned toward the table to their right.

      "Do you have a problem with the lady expressing herself, sir?" the Duke asked.

      There was silence from all around.

      "No, I apologize, I just…."

      Charles sat back down at the table and nodded to Beatrice. Her face flushed pink after what he had done. The story she had tried to tell was a complete fabrication, but she had gotten herself into trouble publicly before—only not a lot of trouble, and more the fun sort of trouble than the dangerous kind.

      She was in a tea house in London, having her honor defended by one of the most renowned dukes in England. It was thrilling, and she wanted more.

      Beatrice! You cannot have more! Now, do what you came here to do for Alice!

      She quickly poured both types of tea into one cup and added as many cubes of sugar as she could. She slurped as loudly as possible and near enough burned her tongue.

      "Goodness gracious!" she screamed. She dropped the cup onto the table, spilling some of it on the tablecloth. "I apologize, Your Grace."

      She had not meant to apologize, but she had not expected the tea to be so hot either. Still, she was sure it was enough to put him off.

      "I should go," Beatrice muttered. "The tea was scalding, and I do not feel well after the fright. I apologize for your first impression of me, but I must admit that I am the most unladylike lady."

      "Will you join me for a stroll on the Promenade tomorrow afternoon?" Charles asked.

      "Yes—No! I surely cannot. I must not," Beatrice replied.

      "And why not?" Charles asked.

      Beatrice stood up quickly, and the Duke did the same. She held his gaze.

      Does he know?

      She felt herself withering under his gaze and wished for the ground to swallow her up so she would not have to respond to him.

      "Are you scared of what might become of us seeing each other again?" he asked.

      "No, of course not," she blurted.

      "Then we shall go on a promenade."

      "I can’t," Beatrice murmured.

      "Why can’t you?" he demanded.

      Still, he held her gaze, and she found herself drawn to his raw power. She longed for him to take her in his embrace and hold her tight. She glanced at his lips and imagined them touching hers—a tingle ran through her.

      "I… I am living with my cousin currently. Ruth will give you the address," she blurted before she said or did something truly foolish. She could not reveal that the address he had been corresponding with was not hers. "I need some fresh air."

      Beatrice ran from the tea shop under the gaze of almost everyone in there. She burst out giggling when she got outside—it was a thrill. Then a shivery breath overtook her. This was only the beginning. She was going to have to do it all again tomorrow.
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      Thank you for reading The Icy Duke’s Scandal!

      I really do hope you enjoyed this story, my dear!

      I would love to hear your thoughts on this novel, so don’t forget to leave a review HERE.

      

      Don’t miss my previous best-sellers:

      Three Nights with the Ruthless Duke

      Alone with the Duke

      Ravished by the Broken Duke

      A Spinster for the Earl

      Three Rules to Bed an Earl

      A Vixen for the Duke

      

      Your love and support means everything to me!

      I’m grateful you decided to take this journey with me!

      

      Yours truly,

      Maybe Bardot
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