
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      A SCANDAL FOR THE LOVELESS DUKE

      A HISTORICAL REGENCY ROMANCE NOVEL

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

    




      
        PATRICIA HAVERTON

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Patricia Haverton]
          [image: Patricia Haverton]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        A Sweet Gift For You

      

      
        Are you an avid reader?

      

      
        Before You Start Reading…

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Epilogue

      

      
        Epilogue

      

      
        Extended Epilogue

      

      
        Preview: The Lost Duke

      

      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

    

    
      
        Also by Patricia Haverton

      

      
        Loved this book?

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A SWEET GIFT FOR YOU

          

        

      

    

    
      Thank you for supporting my efforts. Having you beside me on this wonderful journey means everything to me.

      As a Thank You gift I have one of my full-length novels here for you. The Last Lady of Thornhill Manor is only available to people who have downloaded one of my books and you can get your free copy by clicking this link here.

      
        
          [image: The Last Lady of Thornhill Manor]
        

      

      Once more, thanks a lot for your love and support.

      Patricia Haverton

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ARE YOU AN AVID READER?

          

        

      

    

    
      If you loved this novel, click here to choose from a variety of books like this one by this author!

      
        
          
            [image: Cobalt Fairy]
          
        

        Just click on the image above! ⇧

      

      If this wasn’t your cup of tea, you can select another trope more to your liking here!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ABOUT THE BOOK

          

        

      

    

    
      “I could never give you the love you deserve.”

      Duke William has made sure that the walls around him are impenetrable. He will not court, he will not marry. And he will never fall in love.

      Pressured to make the best match she can, Caroline is at the end of her rope. Finding refuge from a rowdy ball in the library, the last thing she expected was for the brooding duke to enter and save her from a nasty fall…

      …only for the rest of the ton to join them. Their wedding has to be quick and quiet if they want to avoid ruin. But, as Caroline soon realizes, their marriage has a lot more to face than a few wagging tongues. And if she cannot break his walls in time, she risks losing him once and for all…
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      Duke William has had a complicated relationship with his family, to say the least. And it all started years ago…

      If you want to know more, read below!

      Here is William’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  William’s Prequel Story here.
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      “Sit up straight, Sister,” Lady Caroline’s older brother, Frederick Beckett, instructed from the opposite seat of their carriage as it made its way through the lamp-lit streets of London. “Each time you slouch like that, I see you lose a dance partner.”

      

      His lecture on how she ought to behave had been going on from the moment they had entered the carriage, and Caroline’s patience was nearing its limit. She sat straighter but turned to watch the elegant homes and lamps pass by, wringing the lace handkerchief in her hands. It was impossible not to feel their glare as if they were judging her in the same manner that Society did.

      

      “You need to be a lady, a proper one to draw the attention of honorable gentlemen and make a success of your Season, Sister,” he carried on.

      

      Caroline’s head turned swiftly from the window, the movement so sudden that Frederick flinched back against his seat.

      

      “Do you truly mean that?” She raised an eyebrow challengingly at her brother, daring him to give an answer.

      

      For his part, Frederick only frowned down at his hands folded between his knees.

      

      Caroline shifted uncomfortably in her seat, trying hard not to appear too relaxed—or too comfortable—while he brooded. She swallowed nervously, then turned to resume studying the dark silhouette of buildings passing beyond the windows. It was a better option than hearing his criticism and how she was failing at being a proper lady.

      

      “As I said, composure is everything, Caroline,” he continued.

      

      Something unpleasant and defiant turned within her, and she stared at him. “Am I not enough of a lady for our family, Brother?”

      

      Frederick looked fleetingly taken aback by her sudden outburst. “I did not say that.” He cleared his throat. “But Lord knows, Mother and Father have been too lenient with you over the years,” he added, his gaze traveling in the direction of their mother and father, who were riding with them.

      

      Her brother had always been the assertive one in the family, but such lectures were supposed to have come from her parents. His lectures had been frequent, lately, and her frustration was growing. Heavens, a lot of the time, it was almost as though Frederick was the Earl of Caroway and head of the family and not her dear father, who was hale and hearty and seated with a rueful smile opposite her right now.

      

      “What your brother means to say is that we all simply want you to be happily married, Caroline, dear,” her mother, Hannah Beckett, the Countess of Caroway, said to her with an encouraging smile.“I meant exactly what I said, Mother,” Frederick interjected. “Caroline must make a success of her Season. We can neither have nor afford another wasted Season, and you know it,” he added.

      

      Caroline’s shoulders tensed, and the weight of her brother’s words sent a wave of unease washing over her at the memory of the endless scrutiny she had endured from Society since her debut.

      

      “This is her third Season, after all.” He turned an almost accusing gaze in her direction.

      

      Before she could say anything in her defense, her father yawned. “You are all bringing down the evening’s festive spirit before it has even started. Do not fret Caroline, dear. I see wedding bells for you this year.” He sent a gentle smile in her direction.

      

      Through the tangle of emotions within her, Caroline managed a smile at the light encouragement from her father. Her parents were her world. They might be accused by both Society and Frederick of not raising a ‘proper’ lady, but their constant encouragement was all she needed.

      

      Caroline was relieved when the carriage pulled up, at last, and she could escape her brother’s suffocating company. She stole a glance at him as she alighted, and he was regarding her as though he was going to give her more lessons about comportment and propriety, which only made her more uncomfortable. She reminded herself, however, that this was why she had come—to find a husband who would appreciate her for who she was, not what Frederick wanted her to be.

      

      Her heart sank a little upon entering the ballroom, when she noticed how almost every eligible gentleman present was in the company of a lady, either dancing or chatting. What were her chances if everyone was taken?

      

      Frederick leaned close to her to whisper, “We should not linger by the entrance, Caroline.”

      

      She gritted her teeth, wishing she had something to toss at him to quieten him.

      

      The glitter of the English aristocracy was only surpassed by their pretentiousness, and Caroline thought that their display of ostentation managed to exceed even the stiffness of Frederick’s humor, a feat she hadn’t thought possible. Her mother was whisked away by a cluster of chattering matrons, while her father joined a group of gentlemen, leaving Caroline to navigate the social labyrinth with her brother.

      

      Frederick looked over her shoulder, and his eyes narrowed very slightly. She turned to see the Marquess of Dayfield approaching them, and her stomach sank. His hawkish eyes and thin, calculating smile made her skin crawl.

      

      “It appears your first dance partner is here,” Frederick observed, smiling at the Marquess.

      

      Her brother had introduced them a fortnight ago, and much to Catherine’s displeasure, Lord Dayfield had sought her out at every event to dance with her.

      

      “How lovely to see you tonight, Lady Caroline,” the Marquess greeted. Then, without giving her the chance to say anything, he held out his hand. “May I have this dance?”

      

      She turned a surprised look toward her brother, only to be met with a silent command in his stern eyes. The unspoken message was clear—she mustn’t refuse.

      

      Swallowing her apprehension, she curved her lips into what she hoped was a convincing smile. “I would be delighted, My Lord,” she replied, reaching out to place her hand in Lord Dayfield’s.

      

      They moved onto the dance floor, with Caroline clinging to her nerves as she prepared herself for the ordeal. Unfortunately, Lord Dayfield soon slipped into his customary repulsive behavior.

      

      “You look well this evening, my dear.” He followed that with less than discrete observations about her person that filled her with humiliation and outrage.

      

      “I beg your pardon, My Lord, but you will contain your words,” she finally said, her voice sharp and steady despite the pounding of her heart.

      

      Lord Dayfield merely chuckled, not at all perturbed by her rebuke.

      

      “Oh, no need to be ashamed, my dear,” he responded, his gaze openly assessing her. “I’m a man in want of a wife, and you are young enough to make me an excellent one.”

      

      Caroline felt a surge of repulsion. The Marquess was a widower notorious for his lascivious pursuits, and every time she danced with him, he proved to be every bit as abhorrent as Society gossip had suggested. Why Frederick insisted she danced with him was beyond her.

      

      When the final notes of the waltz echoed through the grand ballroom, Caroline felt a wave of relief washing over her. Graciously, she gave the Marquess a quick but polite curtsy and promptly turned on her heel. The glittering room with its well-dressed guests, the clink of crystal, and the perfume of countless flowers suddenly felt suffocating. She needed to breathe, to escape from the relentless spectacle.

      

      Catching sight of an open door across the ballroom, Caroline made her way through the crush of guests and walked through it, hoping her brother and parents had not seen her. They could stop her, or worse, Lord Dayfield would find her and ask for another dance. She emerged in a smaller, quieter hall.

      

      The statues standing silently in niches along the walls offered her some much-needed respite from the people in the ballroom. Just as she was beginning to catch her breath, however, a hand closed firmly around her wrist.

      

      “Your dance card is not half full, and you are thinking of running away already?” came Frederick’s familiar voice.

      

      Her brother’s tight grip was more than physical. His words carried the weight of their shared responsibility.

      

      “I need some air, Frederick,” Caroline said, hoping he would understand, but he only pulled her down the hall and into the first room he found, a music room.

      

      “You will get some air when you’re finally married, Caroline,” he responded tersely, not yielding an inch.

      

      In her frustration, Caroline snapped, “Some air away from your meddling and control, certainly.”

      

      But the hardened expression on Frederick’s face told her that he was more displeased than before.

      

      Deciding to make her plight clearer, she continued, “But if I go back into that room right now, Brother, I doubt there’d be any wedding soon, for I’m quite certain I wouldn’t make it past another second of—”

      

      Frederick didn’t let her finish before he countered, “You will not find any dance partners outside the ballroom, Caroline.” His tone was no less exasperated than hers, indicating he had his share of struggles as well. He continued in a whisper, “You seem to underestimate the gravity of your situation. This isn’t just about you marrying, it’s about our entire family. Father is in debt, and we need you to find some security as soon as possible. You cannot carry on taking your future lightly.”

      

      His words hit her like a blow, nearly knocking the breath out of her. She could see the great worry etched into his young face, something she had never noticed before. She had known about their father’s debts, but it was the first time she’d seen the toll it was taking on Frederick. It was a stark reminder that this was about more than just her—it was about their family, their legacy, and their future.

      

      Caroline recalled a conversation she had overheard between her brother and mother, and it all made sense now. At the time, she had only heard about one of their properties being put on the market, but without much context, she had assumed all the debt had been repaid. Everything began to fall into place now, forming a picture she didn’t want to see.

      

      “I thought the debt has been repaid.”

      

      “Only a small fraction of it. Not even selling all our free properties would repay half of it.”

      

      “Dear Lord,” she whispered.

      

      “I have had to take the reins of our finances lest he plunges us deeper into the abyss. Our father, bless him, means the best, but he is not the most astute with his businesses, Caroline,” Frederick explained, running a hand through his hair. His voice was grave with a weight she now understood. “You may think of me as the villain for pressuring you right now, but I only want your future secured,” he added, his gaze sincere and his tone imploring.

      

      She swallowed hard, her throat suddenly dry as she grappled with the revelations. Her family was on the brink of financial disaster, and she was their only hope. Her future, it seemed, was no longer her own.

      

      “I never knew…” she murmured, her voice barely a whisper.

      

      “Now you do,” Frederick said, a note of regret in his voice.

      

      Caroline took a deep breath, steeling herself. “I will marry, Frederick,” she decided, her stomach churning with unease. “But not to the likes of Lord Dayfield,” she added firmly.

      

      Her brother didn’t argue. As she pulled her wrist free from his grip, he released her without another word. “Return to the ballroom when you can. I will endeavor to secure you some dances tonight.”

      

      “Younger gentlemen, please,” she requested, and he nodded once before turning and leaving the room.

      

      Caroline ventured further into the room, seeking refuge she knew she was not going to find there. Her mind was a whirlwind of thoughts, each more overwhelming than the last. This was not how she imagined her life would turn out. Two failed seasons and her desperation peaking in this one.

      

      Where was the love she had dreamed of finding? To ease the burden on her father and brother, she needed to make a match, and her choices and dreams did not matter. The realization was as hot and heavy as the burning hearth she now found herself standing in front of.

      

      She took a seat by the glowing fire in the music room, but its comforting warmth did nothing to soothe her restless spirit. She shot to her feet again and began pacing the floor, twisting her gloved hands. Her head felt lighter, while her stomach twisted, forming knots that went beyond her emotions.

      

      Caroline hadn’t eaten earlier, and she regretted her decision as a sudden wave of dizziness washed over her. Looking down, she noticed her hands shaking, matching the trembling in her legs. The room seemed to spin around her.

      

      In an effort to steady herself, she reached out to the mantle, her fingers clenching around it so tightly, her knuckles turned white against the elegant woodwork. An unsettling sensation gnawed at her. This was not mere hunger. Something was not right, and she barely had time to grapple with the thought, let alone conjure an answer, when she felt her legs wobble beneath her.

      

      She swayed, her grip on the mantle the only thing keeping her from succumbing to the ominous feeling of weakness threatening to send her crumpling to the floor. She prayed the vertigo would pass as swiftly as it had come.
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      William Durnst, the Duke of Weston, glanced once over his shoulder before stepping out of the stifling opulence of the crowded ballroom and onto a secluded terrace that overlooked a quiet, moonlit corner of the sprawling gardens.

      

      Every night, it was the same monotonous display of pomp and ceremony and a boring cycle of merriment that was as predictable as it was dreary. What was worse was that he could not avoid honoring the invitations he received and instead lock himself in his study or visit a gambling house—although the latter was something he quite disliked.

      

      William was tethered to these societal obligations by his title, and he had Selina, whose debut—although it was three years away—he had to pave the way for. Leaning on the balustrade, he took several breaths and allowed his gaze to roam the lamp-lit pathways in the garden, envying the hedges, for they had no worry in the world.

      

      His musings were abruptly interrupted by the sound of a female voice. “I must say, solitude does not become Society’s favorite duke.”

      

      He clenched his teeth and straightened.

      

      He’d sought out this solitude to escape the cloying attention of the young ladies inside the ballroom, not to be pursued by another out here in the quiet open air.

      

      “Even Society’s favorite duke needs his own peace,” he replied dryly, turning his gaze toward the approaching woman.

      

      She emerged from the shadows of the gardens to his left, a young woman whose age belied the confident air she carried. Certainly no debutante but still relatively young.

      

      A potentially dangerous sort, William mused to himself, a new wave of weariness washing over him.

      

      The woman stepped closer, offering him a coy smile as she batted her eyelashes at him.

      

      “Oh, a man with a temper always takes the crown,” she declared flirtatiously.

      

      Suddenly, she snapped open her fan, its fluttering form drawing attention to her figure. William looked away, determined to ignore whatever she was displaying to tempt him.

      

      She giggled, and anger rose within him. These were tactics he had to evade at every event, and he had grown rather weary of warding off shameless women and their blatant attempts to seduce him. When would he ever see an end to the relentless advances of widows, young ladies, and even their conniving mothers?

      

      “When you marry, William,” a voice chirped in his consciousness.

      

      That was not going to happen, he silently swore, squashing that thought as quickly as it surfaced. Such a move was a gamble he had sworn never to take. He had no wish to follow in the disappointing footsteps of his father.

      

      The woman, emboldened by his silence, dared to step even closer. “What do you say we find ourselves some privacy, Your Grace?” she purred, her daring unnerving him.

      

      He acted swiftly, a deep growl of warning coloring his voice as he put much-needed distance between them.

      

      “You will comport yourself, Madam,” he scolded, alarms ringing in his mind. “Have a good evening,” he added, his words sharp as he quickly turned on his heel, leaving her visibly taken aback.

      

      Enough is enough!

      

      His patience for the scheming women of Society had worn thin, and he fumed internally as he reentered the boisterous ballroom, weaving his way through the throng and ignoring whoever came toward him.

      

      “Oh, Your Grace!” someone called behind him, and William’s urgency grew. “Your Grace, please wait!”

      

      It took every ounce of his control to not let out a frustrated groan. He stopped and then turned slowly to find the Countess of Caines and her three unmarried daughters swiftly advancing toward him. The matron was notoriously persistent, constantly pushing her daughters on every eligible gentleman she saw in the hopes of securing a lucrative match for them.

      

      Unfortunately, the daughters dimly followed her with sheepish smiles as though they did not possess minds of their own. William clenched his hands at his sides but managed a polite smile. As he was in no mood to entertain her relentless pursuits this evening, he quickly thought of a convenient excuse to escape their clutches.

      

      The Countess pushed her first candidate forward, and the girl batted her eyelashes.

      

      “Perhaps you would like to dance with my dear Pearl,” the mother offered.

      

      “Your Grace,” the girl murmured as she lowered herself into a curtsy so deep, she might as well be kneeling.

      

      William forced himself to smile. “Would you mind saving that dance for later, Lady Pearl? I fear I have an urgent matter to attend to.”

      

      “Oh,” she sighed dolefully, while Lady Caines’s face tightened.

      

      “But, Your Grace…”

      

      He did not stop to hear the Countess’s protest before he turned and hurried toward the ballroom exit. Once he was out, he scanned the hallway quickly before striding down to the door at the end, hoping no one would find him there.

      

      He opened the door and walked into a seemingly deserted music room. Sighing, he walked forward, deciding he would wait there for a while before leaving the ball altogether. But just as he advanced, the sound of movement from the other side of the dimly lit room jolted him out of his brief moment of reprieve.

      

      With a heightened sense of caution, he turned to the source of the noise. The sight that met him was unexpected; a woman was clutching onto the mantle as though it was her only anchor in a stormy sea. Her posture spoke of distress, yet she seemed completely unaware of his presence in the room. Her white dress matched the marble of the fireplace, turning her into quite the chameleon.

      

      William frowned at the twinge of concern that wound its way through him. He glanced at the door from whence he came and thought of retreating quietly before he was seen.

      

      “You would leave a lady in need of help?” that dreadful voice in his mind questioned, and he ground his teeth. William silenced it by reminding himself of the potential risks. His better judgment was screaming at him to maintain a safe distance, to not involve himself in whatever situation was playing out. The voice of caution warred with the other one, warning him not to succumb to sympathy and investigate. It would only bring trouble.

      

      William had just taken the first retreating step when the woman staggered precariously by the fire and let out a gasp. His alarm spiked, and before he had a moment to consider his actions, he was running forward to prevent her imminent fall.

      

      He barely managed to catch her in time, shocked at how limp she felt in his arms.

      

      “Are you all right?” he asked, concern furrowing his brows at the sight of perspiration beading on her forehead and her visible struggle.

      

      Her eyelashes fluttered, and her lips parted to answer, but before any sound could escape, an entirely unexpected voice pierced through the relative quiet of the room.

      

      “So, this is why you rejected my daughters!” the voice exclaimed, a mixture of shock and unbridled glee.

      

      Panic curled like a snake in his gut—they were not alone!

      

      The lady in his arms pushed against his chest to free herself, her eyes wide. She staggered backward and fell into the chair by the fire, her pallor worsening.

      

      “Is that not Lady Caroline Beckett?” the voice asked, and he swiveled to see Lady Caines, her hand dramatically pressed to her chest in exaggerated shock.

      

      His mind whirled, trying to make sense of the situation. Had she followed him here? Was this a set up?

      

      “So, she is the one who managed to seduce His Grace, after all.” Her speculative gaze bounced between him and the frightened lady.

      

      However, his internal scramble for answers was cut short as more curious onlookers began to assemble in the doorway. Drawn by Lady Caines’s exclamations, they lined the entrance, their eyes wide and expectant.

      

      The situation was escalating quickly, and he knew he had to take control before it spiraled further out of his grasp.

      

      “Nothing is happening here!” William ground out, but he only sounded pathetic, feeling guilt he should never feel because he had done nothing wrong. He silently cursed himself for not leaving the room when he had had the chance.

      

      “Lady Caroline Beckett… the Duke of Weston…”

      

      The surprised whispers seeped into the room from the gathering crowd.

      

      A sickening sensation of inevitability lodged itself in his gut—he knew he wasn’t escaping this debacle unscathed. Despite all his precautions, his painstakingly guarded reputation, and his constant vigilance, he’d walked right into the very scenario he’d been desperately trying to avoid all these years. The irony was rather cruel if not wickedly humorous.

      

      “Oh, heavens!” The lady behind him sobbed, and William felt incredibly sorry for her. She was clearly unwell, and she had never asked for this.

      

      Just as the wave of whispers grew louder, a commanding voice sliced through the chatter.

      

      “What is going on here?” A young man pushed his way through the crowd, his eyes darting between William and the young lady. His face twisted in disbelief before hardening into a grimace. “You devil, that is my sister! How dare you?” he spat, lunging toward William.

      

      “Frederick!” the lady gasped out in surprise, appearing in front of William. Where her sudden strength had come from was beyond him. “Nothing happened!” she cried. “I swear it!”

      

      The words fell on deaf ears, and the man raised a fist.

      

      Before the lady’s irate brother could lay a hand on William, another figure moved forward, positioning himself as a shield between William and the blow.

      

      “A fight will not resolve this, gentlemen,” came the firm voice of, Gustav Laval, the Viscount of Favreau, a long-time friend of William’s.

      

      Lord Favreau strained to hold back the seething man’s fist. “Remember that this is the Duke of Weston.”

      

      Gustav’s efforts to intervene did little to cool the man’s rage. “I do not care for titles and hierarchies right now. That is my sister, and you must take responsibility, Weston,” the man continued, his voice fierce with indignation.

      

      William knew that no matter what he said in his defense, the damage had been done. Still, he spoke, “Your sister was unwell, and I was trying to help her.”

      

      “He is telling the truth, Frederick,” the lady said.

      

      “You cannot know that, Caroline!” Frederick snapped. “How could you have known of his wicked ploy?”

      

      William immediately stepped between the lady and her brother while Gustav held his arm. “You will speak to her with more gentleness. It is as I said. Nothing happened between us.”

      

      “I will meet you for this!” Frederick spat. “We will settle this as gentlemen.”

      

      Before William could respond, an older man pushed his way through the crowd, his fury matching Frederick’s. “I would have done it myself, but since my son has made the offer, I shall be his second,” he declared.

      

      William guessed he was the lady’s father. His gut clenched, and his mind reeled. For the first time in his life, he did not know what to do. He had never imagined he would find himself in such a situation. The solution was a simple one, and it would instantly douse the tension, yet he could not bring himself to utter the words.

      

      The fire in the room was soon put out by the soft yet resolute voice of a woman. “There shall be no duels, gentlemen,” she said, her presence calming the room like a soothing balm.

      

      This must be the mother, William deduced. She also looked like Caroline.

      

      “Mama, I promise, it is not what you see,” Caroline begged, her words a shaky whisper against the murmur of the crowd.

      

      “I know, darling, but the damage has already been done,” her mother whispered back, a sad note of resignation in her tone. She turned to her husband and son. “Violence will neither change nor right anything,” she added, her words delivered with a grace that commanded obedience.

      

      “Caroline still needs justice,” Frederick countered, disentangling himself from Gustav’s hold.

      

      He still seethed with barely restrained aggression, but he made no further attempts to attack William. For now, that is, William noted.

      

      In his peripheral view, William could see Gustav making efforts to disperse the crowd. The spectacle had drawn in too many spectators, and the news of the incident would undoubtedly spread like wildfire through the gossip-hungry society.

      

      “We will settle this at home, but first, we need to get Caroline out of here,” the mother said firmly, wrapping a protective arm around her daughter and leading her away from the scandalous scene.

      

      The men, after casting matching venomous glances at William, followed the ladies out of the room.

      

      The storm had been staved off but not quelled, and William stood there like a fool.

      

      Later that night, Gustav followed William back home. He was silent, his countenance marked with concern as he broached the subject of the evening’s debacle.

      

      William had met Gustav during their time at Cambridge. Born to a French viscount and an English woman, Gustav, despite his familial ties and responsibilities in France, had always favored England. Over the years, he spent more and more of his time on the English shores.

      

      William recounted his version of the events, how he’d come across the ill lady and how he’d tried to help her only to find himself ensnared in a situation he’d painstakingly avoided for years. Now that he was thinking about the incident with more clarity, he felt suspicion creeping in.

      

      “Do you suppose that it might have been deliberate?” Gustav asked. “Your tone seems to suggest it, my friend.”

      

      “I cannot help but feel as though she took advantage of the situation,” William replied. He could hear the frustration and skepticism in his voice that Gustav had detected.

      

      The evening’s events had left him with a sour taste, and he found himself grappling with an unfamiliar sense of vulnerability.

      

      William’s mind whirred with the inconsistencies of the situation. He may have come across her in that room, but surely the odds of her swooning right at the time of his entrance, followed immediately by the appearance of a witness, were too high to be mere coincidence. Sure, Lady Caines had wanted him to dance with her daughters, but who was to say that the encounter in the ballroom had not been planned? Although the pieces of the incident refused to fit together seamlessly, he was determined to expose the hidden plan.

      

      “So, what will you do now?” Gustav probed, drawing William from his contemplation.

      

      There was but one path William could tread, and it led him to perform the honorable act. To protect his title, the reputation of his family, and, most importantly, Selina, he would have to marry. A cold resolution settled within him.

      

      However, he would not walk into this commitment blindly. He fully intended to confront Lady Caroline about her actions first. He would visit the Caroway residence the next day and demand the truth from her.

      

      When he shared his plans with Gustav, his friend’s face softened with understanding.

      

      “I’m always here for you, man.” Gustav clapped him on the shoulder, offering a reassurance that somehow managed to provide a measure of comfort.

      

      Returning Gustav’s smile with a strained one of his own, William appreciated the sentiment. He had never planned to marry, had never wished to shoulder the responsibilities that came with a family, but now, it seemed he had no choice. What was done was done. He had to tread the path of honor, confront Caroline, and ask for her hand.

      

      After all, duty often meant sacrifice, and perhaps it was time for William to pay his dues.
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      “Peter, Frederick, I thought we agreed that violence is not the way out of this?” Lady Caroway said as Lord Caroway and Frederick polished their pistols and loaded them in Lord Caroway’s study.

      

      The morning after the ball was proving to be an especially difficult one for Caroline. She hadn’t been able to get a wink of sleep, and she now struggled to come to terms with her reality. Not only was she Society’s most interesting subject of gossip, but her future seemed rather bleak.

      

      No man would want her now. What had she done to deserve such a fate?

      

      “You merely swooned,” an insistent little voice in her head pointed out as if that could excuse the disastrous aftermath.

      

      “Weston is a duke, Mother. He can weather this storm without a blemish on his name or reputation. But we need to show him that justice can triumph over titles,” Frederick declared with a ferocity that reflected his simmering anger.

      

      Frederick did not blame Caroline for the incident, he was merely blinded by his wrath. A wrath that she couldn’t fault him for, given the circumstances.

      

      “I shan’t rest until my Caroline’s name is cleared, Hannah,” Lord Caroway declared, his eyes burning with a determination that momentarily warmed her heart.

      

      “And charging at the Duke with accusations will not clear Caroline’s name. Nor ours. If anything, it will merely serve as fodder for Society’s wagging tongues,” Lady Caroway countered sagely.

      

      Lost amidst the flurry of impassioned words, Caroline felt as though she was drowning in a sea of misunderstanding and anger.

      

      “I say we seek the Duke out and talk,” Lady Caroway suggested, her voice slicing through the heated atmosphere.

      

      “He attacked my sister, Mother! And you want to negotiate with a man like that?” Frederick cried, his anger flaring afresh.

      

      “He did not attack me, Frederick,” Caroline reminded him for what felt like the hundredth time that evening.

      

      She had relayed the actual events of the evening to her family, detailing the unfortunate misunderstanding that had resulted in the scandal. But her words had fallen on deaf ears. Frederick was beyond reasoning, his anger clouding his judgment.

      

      Caroline watched helplessly as her brother stormed, his passion and fury filling the room.

      

      “I am working tirelessly to secure a brighter future for you, Caroline. I’ve strived to bring us out of our predicament, and in an instant, that man has wrecked everything. He’s tarnished your prospects,” he insisted, a bitter edge creeping into his voice.

      

      Caroline wanted to speak, but her father intervened. “Caroline, my dear, you mustn’t concern yourself with this. Leave it to us.” His tone held a note of finality, and she acquiesced.

      

      The sudden appearance of their butler tore through the tension like a knife. “The Duke of Weston, Your Lordships, Your Ladyships,” he announced formally, bowing deeply.

      

      Caroline felt her eyes widen, and a knot of apprehension twisted in her stomach. What if her father and Frederick were to lose control and attack the Duke right here in their house?

      

      Yet, when the Duke entered her father’s study, his demeanor was calm and composed.

      

      “Pardon my unannounced visit, Lord Caroway,” he said, glancing at Caroline, who wished the ground could swallow her.

      

      “Why are you here, Weston?” Lord Caroway demanded.

      

      “To ask for Lady Caroline’s hand in marriage,” the Duke replied simply.

      

      Caroline’s head snapped up, a hundred knots forming in her stomach. The room went utterly silent, and her heart pounded.

      

      Was this truly happening?

      

      “Oh, heavens!” Her mother’s gasp echoed around the room, a note of both relief and happiness infusing her words.

      

      Frederick appeared stunned, his anger momentarily replaced by surprise. A wide grin split her father’s face as he digested the Duke’s words.

      

      “Luck seems to smile upon you, Weston. Otherwise, I would have made sure you paid for what happened to my sister,” Frederick finally managed to speak, his voice noticeably calmer but still holding an edge of tension.

      

      “Oh, it isn’t luck, my boy. I always knew you’d do the honorable thing and take responsibility,” Lord Caroway added, his eyes filled with pride as he clapped a paternal hand on the Duke’s shoulder, his plan to confront the Duke barely a moment ago now forgotten.

      

      “Indeed, your reputation for upholding honor and discipline in society precedes you,” he continued, unable to suppress the waves of excitement that radiated from him. “Who could have predicted that I would be blessed with such a conscientious son-in-law,” he added, a twinkle in his eyes.

      

      Caroline could only stare in disbelief as she heard her dear father refer to this man—a man who was a stranger to her, a man her father had been prepared to duel mere moments ago—as his son. And this stranger was now her future husband, the man she was bound to spend the rest of her life with.

      

      Her gaze flickered over to her brother. Frederick did not seem to share in their parents’ euphoria. He still wore a look of discontent. Her mother, however, was entirely absorbed in her own world of joy.

      

      “May I request a private audience with Lady Caroline, Lord Caroway?”

      

      The Duke’s voice interrupted Caroline’s musings. His manner was impressively polite and collected.

      

      For the first time, Caroline truly looked at the Duke. She took in his features, his manner, and his bearing and found herself blushing. He was an incredibly handsome man, beyond impressive if she were being honest with herself, with light brown hair and blue eyes that could make any woman dream of romance with him. She quickly shook her head to bring herself back to reality. Now was not the time for such thoughts.

      

      Both her parents agreed to his request and excused themselves. However, Frederick lingered for a moment, shooting a final warning look at him before following their parents out. As an added measure of propriety, he left the door slightly ajar. The irony of the gesture did not escape Caroline, considering the circumstances that had brought them to this point. She had to resist the urge to roll her eyes at the absurdity of it all.

      

      The sudden whirlwind of events was overwhelming, rendering Caroline nearly dizzy. She pressed a hand to her stomach, taking several deep breaths as the Duke fixed his gaze upon her, his expression inscrutable.

      

      “You must be feeling quite accomplished now, don’t you, Lady Caroline?” the Duke said at last.

      

      “I beg your pardon?”

      

      His unexpected words brought her out of her inner turmoil, and a hint of annoyance flickered within her. What was he implying?

      

      “Oh, do not feign innocence, Lady Caroline. It is evident that this whole scenario has been your doing,” he continued, his tone carrying an edge that surprised her. “You encountered me in that room and feigned a swoon while conveniently Lady Caines was present to bear witness,” he clarified, his accusation hanging in the air.

      

      Shock washed over her for the hundredth time since the events of the previous evening. Was he implying that she had entrapped him into this marriage?

      

      “Do you even listen to yourself, Your Grace?” Her voice dripped with disbelief and indignation. “You walked into the room where I was already present. How in the world could I have masterminded such a scheme?”

      

      His countenance wavered but only for the briefest moment, and then it was gone. Had she imagined that hint of doubt in his eyes?

      

      “You could have easily seized the moment to your advantage,” he retorted stubbornly.

      

      “By pretending to swoon dangerously close to a burning hearth? Risking injury to myself?” Her voice rose, incredulous at his audacious accusations. “All this for what?” she continued, her disbelief matched by her rising ire.

      

      “Many women would do anything to become the Duchess of Weston.” He punctuated his statement with a nonchalant shrug.

      

      The Duke, she realized with a spark of irritation, was a vain and skeptical man.

      

      “Did you come here to propose marriage or to level further accusations at me, Your Grace?” Caroline questioned, her voice laced with a deceptive calm she did not feel.

      

      “Both, it seems,” he responded, his brazenness barely concealed.

      

      “If you are so convinced of my ploy to trap you in marriage, why did you offer to marry me? Why did you not leave me to bear the cost of my machinations?” Her hands twisted the handkerchief she had been holding all morning.

      

      “Lady Caroline, my family name is at stake,” he asserted, the severity in his voice reflecting the gravity of his words. “I am honor-bound to prevent it from being tainted.”

      

      She wasn’t certain what reaction she’d anticipated, but the sting of his words was far more than she’d expected. His motivation was simple—he wished to preserve his own image, his own name.

      

      Her imminent marriage, her future happiness, was nothing more than a grim duty to him. A bitter realization dawned on her, shattering any naive hopes of the fairytale she had often imagined.

      

      “As our paths are now inexorably entwined, I suggest we bury our differences and develop some semblance of tolerance. We both comprehend the gravity of our situation and that there’s no turning back,” he concluded with a tone of finality.

      

      “In that case, I might suggest you make an effort to curb your insufferable cynicism, Your Grace,” she shot back, managing to keep a cordial smile on her face.

      

      His brow twitched in what appeared to be brief amusement. The sheer audacity of the man was starting to wear on her nerves.

      

      “I will procure a special license so that we may marry as quickly as possible and in private.” He quirked an eyebrow. “Unless you wish to have a grand wedding.”

      

      “No, I don’t,” Caroline replied quickly.

      

      “Then we shall be husband and wife at the earliest convenience,” he declared, his voice void of any hint of warmth or affection.

      

      With a curt nod, he turned on his heel and exited the room, leaving her standing alone in the silent study.

      

      She was marrying that man. The realization sank in, an unpleasant weight in her stomach. He was an infuriating, egoistic man who managed to agitate her to no end.

      

      But then, a small voice in her head reminded her of the inexplicable attraction she had felt when she had first laid eyes on him—a vivid recollection of his captivating presence, his robust charm, and the way her heart had fluttered when she had first seen him.

      

      An involuntary flush crept onto her cheeks at the memory. How thoroughly disloyal they were, betraying her true feelings.
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      Caroline went to open her chamber door when a knock came later that night, and she found her mother waiting on the other side, an unreadable expression on her face.

      

      “May I come in?” Hannah inquired softly, her eyes brimming with concern.

      

      Caroline merely nodded, her throat too tight for words, and she moved aside to allow her mother access.

      

      Hannah, still emanating the tender warmth that had always made her a pillar of comfort, strolled over to Caroline’s bed and perched herself delicately on the edge, patting the empty space beside her in a silent invitation.

      

      “So much has unfolded so quickly, and amidst all the turmoil, I realize I never truly asked how you are faring, my dear,” she said with concern in her voice, but her gaze was steady on Caroline.

      

      With a soft sigh, Caroline took the seat beside her mother, biting her lower lip as she mulled over her words. “I am quite all—” she attempted to assure, but the sudden tightness in her chest halted her words. It was a brutal reminder of the reality she was trying to ignore.

      

      “I am not all right, Mama,” she finally admitted, her voice a mere whisper. “I feel as though I am trapped in a dreadful dream… a nightmare, and no matter how hard I try, I cannot seem to awaken.” Her voice broke toward the end.

      

      “Poor, sweet child.” Hannah’s voice trembled with unshed tears as she swept Caroline into her arms, holding her close as if to shield her from the harsh world outside.

      

      And so, in the comforting arms of her mother, Caroline finally allowed herself to truly feel the enormity of her situation, to grieve for the future she had lost. Her body shook as she sobbed, pouring her heart out in the quiet sanctuary of her room.

      

      “Why does it have to be this way?” she managed to choke out between sobs, seeking solace in her mother’s embrace.

      

      “It’s a sad reality that we are often at the mercy of society’s dictations,” Hannah murmured, her own voice catching with suppressed emotion. “I wish I could shield you from all of this, my dear. I truly do.”

      

      “I always dreamt of marriage… of a beautiful love story. But not like this,” Caroline confessed, her heart aching at the cruel twist of her fate.

      

      “I know, dear,” Hannah sympathized, her soothing voice a balm to Caroline’s shattered spirit. “But remember, even the darkest nights have stars. Look for the light in this situation, my love. Seek it out,” she urged, running a comforting hand through Caroline’s brown locks.

      

      “I just want to be happy, Mama,” Caroline finally managed to voice out, her throat raw from her earlier tears.

      

      The memory of her conversation with the Duke surfaced, casting a somber shadow over her fragile hopes.

      

      She could not delude herself anymore. There was no possibility of achieving the happiness she longed for with a man of his disposition. She knew she needed to come to terms with this fact, but the more she tried to accept the bitter truth, the more she yearned for that elusive dream: true happiness.

      

      Hannah tried her utmost to provide solace, whispering comforting words and stroking Caroline’s hair until the sobs lessened. She planted a gentle kiss on Caroline’s forehead before bidding her goodnight, her eyes glistening with unshed tears.

      

      However, Caroline knew it would be far from a good night. Sleep would be a luxury her tormented mind could not afford.
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        * * *

      

      The next two days swept past in a whirlwind of chaotic emotions and hurried preparations. Before Caroline could come to terms with her fate, she found herself standing in her family drawing room, uttering her wedding vows to the Duke of Weston.

      

      It was a small ceremony, devoid of the usual ostentation of the ton. The only attendees were her family, the Viscount of Favreau, and a girl introduced as the Duke’s late father’s ward, Miss Selina Fitzgerald. The Duke treated her with the affection one would a sister.

      

      Despite her tender age of fourteen, Selina managed to project an air of maturity that belied her years. She welcomed Caroline with earnest excitement, her eyes sparkling with joy even as she made a visible effort to restrain her emotions in the solemn atmosphere.

      

      But soon, the moment Caroline had been dreading finally arrived. It was time to bid farewell to her family, to leave behind the safety of her home and step into a future shrouded in uncertainty.

      

      The Duke, surprisingly, gave her the privacy she needed. He stepped out of the drawing room, leaving Caroline alone with her family.

      

      The first to approach was her father, his usual jovial face tinged pink with suppressed emotions. He took her hands in his, his stubby fingers gently enveloping her delicate ones, a silent testament to his love and support.

      

      “I am going to miss you, little one,” he said, his voice hoarse, raw with the emotional toll the last few days had taken on him. “I already do, to be honest,” he confessed, a tremulous chuckle escaping him as he ran a hand over his balding head, a gesture of endearment she’d come to associate with him over the years.

      

      “I will come visit,” Caroline assured him, forcing a weak smile onto her face. “And you can always come too, of course,” she added, determined to maintain her composure.

      

      A silence stretched between them, thick with unspoken emotions. Finally, her father broke it.

      

      “I am sorry, Caroline,” he began, his voice a whisper, “for being such a disappointing father. I truly apologize.”

      

      A sharp pang of sympathy pierced her heart at his words.

      

      “No,” Caroline blurted, stepping forward to enfold him in her arms. She swallowed hard, her heart aching at his self-reproach. “You’re not a disappointment, Papa. You never were. Don’t you ever think that of yourself.”

      

      He snorted, a dry, hollow sound that belied his facade of strength. “How kind of you,” he responded, his voice filled with self-deprecation. “You’re in this situation because of my failure.”

      

      Caroline pulled back to meet his gaze. “I am in this situation because of a misunderstanding. Nothing more. But I am grateful,” she said, swallowing back the lump that had formed in her throat. “The Duke could have abandoned me, but he chose to help salvage my reputation and our good family name, at least.”

      

      The truth of the Duke’s motives stung her, but she couldn’t let her family bear that burden. They needed assurance, not more worry, and she was prepared to provide that at her own expense.

      

      The rest of her family said their farewells, the room heavy with emotion and well-wishing. There was a sense of finality to it all, a nod to the new chapter she was about to begin. Her mother had promised her there would be light somewhere, and she found a flicker of it in the fact that she was securing the safety and reputation they all so desired for her.

      

      “I am glad all is sorted now, Sister.” Frederick’s voice drew Caroline back into the present moment.

      

      She turned to face him as she released their father from her embrace, her heart wrenching at the sight of the man who had raised them in tears, being consoled by their mother.

      

      “It is,” she replied, her words punctuated by the blinking of her eyes as she fought to keep her own tears at bay.

      

      Frederick looked at her, his expression a soft, unreadable mask. “I wish things had turned out differently,” he said slowly, the words heavy with regret. “You deserve more and better, Caroline,” he added, his voice filled with such genuine concern that it shattered her careful control.

      

      The dam broke, and the tears she had been holding back finally spilled over.

      

      Without another word, Frederick pulled her into a comforting embrace.

      

      “I am sorry,” he murmured, his breath warm against her hair. It was the first time she had ever heard such raw emotion in his voice. “But remember, Caroline,” he said, pulling back slightly to look into her eyes, “I trust Weston will take good care of you.” His voice held an assurance that bolstered her spirit, offering her a sliver of hope amidst the turmoil. “And whatever happens, remember that I am only a missive away,” he finished, his words a balm to her frayed nerves.

      

      Once Caroline regained her composure, she gathered her strength and prepared to join the Duke, her husband. The title was strange, foreign on her tongue, something she would need time to familiarize herself with.

      

      The Duke was waiting for her in the foyer when she stepped out of the drawing room, and she glanced back at her family gathered in the drawing room doorway.

      

      The Duke held out his arm, and when she took it, he said, “We are to leave for my property on the outskirts of town, away from the prying eyes and tongues of Society.”

      

      Caroline nodded and allowed him to lead her out.

      

      The journey there was short, a blessing in itself, given the tension that coiled around them in the carriage. Her nerves jangled, teetering on the edge of panic, all the while under the watchful gaze of the man she now called her husband, his presence a constant shadow, matching the rhythm of her breath.

      

      Upon their arrival, a waiting group of servants greeted Caroline, their smiles cordial and welcoming. The housekeeper, a matronly woman with kind eyes, came forward and extended her congratulations. “What a pleasant surprise to finally have a duchess amongst us,” she declared, her voice ringing with sincerity.

      

      Caroline bit back the sorrow that threatened to rise in her throat. A light way, indeed, to address the scandal that had rocked her existence and led to her unexpected, hurried matrimony. She smiled faintly, murmuring her thanks, the misery that gnawed at her held tightly in check.

      

      Relief washed over her as the servants, having finished their greetings, scattered about their tasks. With them went a certain measure of scrutiny that had been keeping her on edge. However, as she turned her gaze to the man who now held the title of her husband, she realized that his scrutiny was perhaps more unnerving than that of all the servants’ combined.

      

      The vast drawing room felt suddenly very empty as they were left alone. Caroline took a moment to glance around, taking in the tastefully decorated interior. The grandeur of the room stirred a feeling of anticipation within her, a hint of what lay ahead in her new life.

      

      “Are you expecting someone?” The Duke’s voice cut through her musings.

      

      Startled out of her thoughts, she turned to him. “Selina,” she explained. The girl had slipped her mind in the midst of her inner turmoil. “I thought they’d followed in the carriage behind,” she added, her eyebrows creasing in concern.

      

      His response was rather unexpected, and his mouth tilted at the corner. “Selina proposed to remain in London to give us the privacy of our honeymoon,” he informed her, his voice maintaining its usual calm composure, even though his eyes held a gleam of amusement.

      

      “Oh…” The word escaped her before she could rein in her surprise.

      

      His words carried with them a stark reminder of what marriage truly entailed, and a jolt of anxiety raced down her spine. Swallowing her nervousness, she glanced at him, her mind racing with thoughts of what this all meant.

      

      Seeing her apprehension, the Duke decided to break the silence. “You need not worry,” he assured her, his voice holding a hint of warmth that was surprising, given their recent exchanges. “Our union has been quite the unconventional one from the start, and it shall remain that way.”

      

      She blinked at him, taken aback. “I beg your pardon?” she queried, her heart hammering with confusion and a myriad of other emotions she couldn’t quite name.

      

      The Duke met her surprised gaze, a certain quietude in his demeanor that did little to alleviate her shock.

      

      “What I mean is that we will not be sharing each other’s beds, Caroline. Not as man and wife. Our marriage will remain in name only,” he declared, the blunt words hanging in the air between them.

      

      “But…” she started, a flurry of questions crowding her mind. Her surprise was evident in her wide eyes and open mouth.

      

      The Duke, however, seemed prepared to quell her queries even before she uttered them.

      

      “I do not need an heir if that is what you’re wondering. I never planned to marry or sire one,” he explained, his voice flat, devoid of the usual calm note it held. “So, this changes nothing,” he finished, his gaze steady on her.

      

      His words stung, not just for what they were, but for the underlying implication. He was, in essence, saying that she did not matter to him. That she brought no significant change to his plans. The pain was instantaneous and sharp.

      

      Her disbelief quickly turned to indignation.

      

      “And you only waited to tell me this after getting married,” she retorted, a sour laugh escaping her lips.

      

      He simply quirked an eyebrow at her.

      

      “Would it have mattered then?” he asked pointedly. “Would it have changed your decision in any way?” he pressed, his words echoing ominously in the silent room.

      

      She bit her lip, unable to meet his gaze. His words held truth. She would have agreed to the marriage anyway to save her reputation and her family’s honor.

      

      Her silence was answer enough, and he nodded. “I thought as much.”

      

      He went on to tell her about the housekeeper and the servants who would be there to assist her in settling down. But it wasn’t the housekeeper and servants she was married to, she bitterly reminded herself.

      

      “I will see you at dinner,” he finally said before turning on his heel and leaving her alone with her thoughts.

      

      Later that evening, as her lady’s maid, Millie, helped her prepare for dinner, Caroline found herself surrounded by words of encouragement and reassurance. The older woman’s attempts to soothe her only seemed to highlight the enormity of the situation she was now a part of.

      

      Millie, with her boisterous laughter and cheerful demeanor, tried her best to lighten the mood. She bantered about the wedding night, her hands expertly arranging Caroline’s curls as she wove in light-hearted jests and words of wisdom alike.

      

      But Caroline’s heart remained heavy. There would be no wedding night for her, not in the sense Millie or most would understand. The romance she’d once imagined for herself seemed as far away as ever, now obscured by the rules of her union.

      

      Her dream of a family, of children running through the hallways of their home, their laughter filling the air… all that was now reduced to ashes in the face of this cold, practical marriage. She could never hope for such joy. Not now, not with him.

      

      The Duke’s words echoed in her mind, a cruel reminder of her circumstances.

      

      “What I mean is that we will not be sharing each other’s beds, Caroline.”

      

      His declaration seemed to ricochet in her thoughts, each repetition making her heart ache anew.

      

      She didn’t love him, didn’t even particularly like him. He was an insufferable cynic, quick with barbed remarks and ever-so-ready to quarrel. Yet, in spite of everything, she found herself feeling disappointed.

      

      There was a part of her, a foolish part perhaps, that mourned the loss of what could have been, that felt a pang of disappointment at his disinterest. It was not for him but for the dreams she’d held dear that would now remain just that—dreams.
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      William, a man of hardened pragmatism and grim disposition, found his wife’s presence inexplicably pleasing. She had a certain air about her, an undefinable charm that resonated within him as they walked arm-in-arm into the dining room. Her soft, delicate hand perched on the crook of his elbow was quite like a perfectly fitting puzzle piece. It felt right, and at that moment, she seemed to belong—not as a forcibly wedded wife but as a companion.

      

      Yet, he dismissed the insidious thoughts creeping into his mind. His own parents might have had the same beginnings, the same spark, and look at how it had ended for them. He shook his head, forcibly reminding himself of his vow. He would not fall into the same pit as his father—the pit of emotional vulnerability and romantic delusions.

      

      Dinner, a seemingly mundane affair, turned into a moment of quiet introspection for William. His attention was captured by Caroline’s delightful relish for the sumptuous spread. Her appetite, he noted, was as healthy as her spirits. Her focus seemed to be entirely on the food, and he found himself amused by her obvious enjoyment.

      

      “Our cook has outdone herself,” he said, breaking the comfortable silence.

      

      Caught off-guard, Caroline turned her gaze from the steaming potatoes on her fork to William. Her brows knitted in thought, a playful glint twinkling in her eyes.

      

      “Are you complimenting your cook or yourself, Weston?” she asked, her words barely above a whisper but ringing clear in the still room.

      

      Taking a sip from his wine, William retorted, “A man’s taste, after all, reflects in every corner of his life.”

      

      Caroline’s response surprised him as she declared, “Indeed, the food is quite distracting.”

      

      A hint of a smile tugged at her lips, and for a moment, William could see the sparkle of humor, making her all the more enchanting in his eyes. Perhaps this marriage would not be as bland and indifferent as he had thought.

      

      “Distracting?” William questioned, his amusement audible in his voice.

      

      He was perplexed, his curiosity piqued by her peculiar choice of words. His wife was turning out to be an interesting puzzle, one he found himself drawn to, a riddle he wished to decipher piece by piece.

      

      Caroline responded, the light humor still evident in her tone, “Indeed, the food compensates for the company hence the distraction.” Her words were as sharp as a blade but coated with honey.

      

      William felt the sting of her words, but his amusement remained.

      

      “So, I take it that I’m the unpleasant company, then?”

      

      He couldn’t help but draw attention to the obvious implication. He was quite aware of Caroline’s sharp tongue, having been on the receiving end of it ever since he’d asked for her hand in marriage. He pondered whether she was always like this, always so candid, or was it a trait she reserved solely for him?

      

      Despite his slight irritation, a voice within him chastised him, reminding him of his less-than-stellar behavior as a fiancé, and now, as a husband. But he had merely been doing what he thought necessary, he reasoned, albeit his actions were harsh.

      

      Her response was yet again unexpected.

      

      “Well, that wasn’t so difficult to see, now, was it?” She smiled sweetly, her sarcasm carefully hidden under a veil of innocent charm.

      

      For a moment, William found himself captivated by her smile. There was something endearing about her forthrightness, her willingness to voice her thoughts regardless of how uncomfortable they might be. He found himself appreciating her authenticity. She was refreshingly honest, not pretentious, and that, in his eyes, was something commendable.

      

      The dinner was turning out to be far more enjoyable than William had anticipated.

      

      “Are you always this loquacious?”

      

      She raised one fine eyebrow. “I do not believe I talk a lot, Your Grace. You asked questions, and I answered.” Her mouth twitched, and he noticed how pretty it was. “Or are you unaccustomed to women giving you their unrestrained opinions?”

      

      “I have only ever met one woman with that characteristic,” William admitted, leaning back in his seat and watching her.

      

      “How unfortunate,” Caroline murmured, then sipped her wine.

      

      “I do not think it unfortunate. Women with your kind of mouth are troublesome,” he argued, his words intending to draw a very specific reaction from her.

      

      When she looked up, her cheeks flushed and green eyes sparkling with her rising ire, he grinned.

      

      “Are you saying that I am mannerless?” she threw at him.

      

      William was greatly enjoying this little verbal sparring match, and prodding his bride’s temper just for the amusement of witnessing her fiery spirit was positively worthwhile. There was an inexplicable attractiveness about her when she was riled, something that made his heart beat a little faster.

      

      “I wouldn’t dare say such a thing,” he said as calmly as he could. “Those were your words, not mine.”

      

      She opened her mouth to speak, but seeming to have no good retort, she clamped it shut and continued eating her food.

      

      Once dinner concluded, he escorted her back to her bedchambers, their footsteps echoing in the hallway. As they reached the door, he cleared his throat, breaking the silence around them.

      

      “Caroline,” he started, his voice grave. “I want you to know that your happiness is now my responsibility. I truly wish for you to be comfortable here.”

      

      It was an unexpected shift in tone from their banter over dinner. William recognized his words for what they were—a peace offering. Their marriage, unconventional as it may be, had bound them together, and she was now his responsibility. He knew he needed to treat her better.

      

      Caroline didn’t say anything in response. Her expression was unreadable, a first since they had met, and it took him aback. It left him wondering about the multitude of thoughts that might be running through her mind.

      

      Wanting to break the silence, he added, “Have a restful night, Caroline,” and lifted her hand to his lips, pressing a chaste kiss to her knuckles.

      

      But he didn’t let go right away. His eyes traveled up to meet hers, and for a fleeting moment, a strange connection seemed to flow between them. As she gasped in surprise, her lips parted slightly, and he couldn’t help but be drawn to their soft allure. His throat felt dry, and despite his better judgment, he found himself leaning in toward her.

      

      They were mere inches away when a distant door closing snapped them both back to reality. The spell that had almost ensnared them was broken, leaving them in a lingering state of heightened awareness. There was something unspoken between them that he had never thought he would feel.

      

      Caroline’s eyes widened, and she quickly retreated. “Goodnight,” she mumbled, her voice barely a whisper as she slipped into her room, closing the door firmly behind her.

      

      William was left standing there, the cool night air sweeping across his face as he tried to comprehend what had just happened.

      

      That night, sleep eluded him, his thoughts occupied by the new Duchess, his wife. Her presence was invading his mind and unsettling his body in ways he hadn’t foreseen. He tried to suppress these burgeoning feelings, but they were like stubborn weeds, growing in places he didn’t want.

      

      He knew how to quell his discomfort, but that path was a dangerous one, one he was unwilling to tread. Instead, he decided that the best course of action would be to keep himself distracted as much as possible.
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      William sent for Selina the next day. His marriage might not have started traditionally, but having her around would certainly ease the unusual tension that was palpable between him and Caroline.

      

      He stared at the gardens through his study window, his hands clasped behind him. Just days ago, he thought his life was going just the way he wanted—according to his terms. Now that he had a wife, he was realizing that he did not know the first thing about being a husband, what she expected of him, or how he was supposed to make her comfortable in his manor.

      

      A knock at the door drew a sigh of relief from him, and he answered, “Yes?”

      

      The door opened, and the butler walked in, bowing. “Mr. Kirkland is here, Your Grace.”

      

      “Send him in.”

      

      The arrival of his steward was well-timed. As they dove into the details of planning a race, William felt a sense of normalcy returning. He bred horses and relished the thrill of racing them.

      

      It was one of his favorite pastimes, and currently, it seemed like the perfect diversion he needed to keep his mind clear of the unexpected thoughts of his new wife. He felt confident that between the excitement of the races and Selina’s company, he would be able to keep his attention focused on anything but Caroline.

      

      Caroline sat stiffly in the drawing room with the housekeeper, trying to recall everything her mother had taught her about household management, but nothing was surfacing in her mind.

      

      Her thoughts, however, were caught in the magnetic pull of her memories, those revolving around her husband. Thoughts of his nearness the previous night, of the almost kiss that hovered like a specter between them, left a blush tinting her cheeks.

      

      “Yes, and the cook mentioned that the menu for the evening should…” the housekeeper trailed off as she noted the faraway look in Caroline’s eyes.

      

      The warmth and gentle concern in her voice brought Caroline back from the precipice of her thoughts.

      

      With a start, Caroline blinked at the housekeeper. “My apologies, Mrs. Pepton,” she said, her voice wavering slightly. Her gaze dropped as she added, “My mind appears to be wandering of its own accord today.” A small, almost embarrassed laugh escaped her lips.

      

      Mrs. Pepton, a woman whose years of service had gifted her with a profound understanding of the intricacies of human nature, waved away Caroline’s apology with a kindly hand.

      

      “There’s no need for that, Your Grace. It’s only natural that your thoughts would stray, what with all the new experiences you must navigate.”

      

      Caroline felt a surge of gratitude at the housekeeper’s understanding. This older woman could be a pillar of support in a sea of newness and uncertainty. The gratitude was replaced by intrigue when the housekeeper’s features softened into a wistful expression.

      

      The woman let out a sigh, drawing Caroline’s attention. “Your situation reminds me so much of the late Duchess,” she admitted, her voice soft with nostalgia. And just like that, Caroline’s curiosity was piqued, her thoughts momentarily diverted from the memory of the near kiss.

      

      It was a chance to uncover a portion of the Duke’s life she was hitherto oblivious to. After all, her husband was, in spite of his grand title, a human, like herself. He bore his own past, his own set of memories.

      

      “I wasn’t aware that you had been part of the Duke’s household for such an extended period,” Caroline remarked, her voice carrying the genuine surprise she felt.

      

      Mrs. Pepton nodded, her eyes warm with recollections. “Indeed, Your Grace. I was a lady’s maid to His Grace’s mother when she married his father. It was my privilege to witness the journey of the young Duchess as she found her footing in this house, much like your own path, currently.”

      

      Caroline’s face lit up at the woman’s words, a warm smile gracing her lips. “Given your history with the Dukedom, I believe I couldn’t wish for a better guide, Mrs. Pepton.”

      

      Mrs. Pepton accepted the compliment graciously but added, “However, my help can only extend so far. A husband is a wife’s primary pillar of support. I am sure His Grace is aware of this obligation. I believe he will be different.” Her voice held a hint of melancholy that left Caroline intrigued.

      

      “Different?” Caroline echoed, turning the word over in her mind.

      

      The vague hint of sadness in Mrs. Pepton’s words was unmistakable. It made her wonder. Different from what, or whom? This unsaid contrast sparked a fresh wave of curiosity about her enigmatic husband.

      

      With the mystery of Mrs. Pepton’s words causing a distraction of its own, Caroline found her attention waning. She was an ardent lover of plants and horticulture, and she thought a visit to the greenhouse might help her gather her thoughts. The plants were her own personal solace; their care a soothing ritual that she cherished.

      

      “Mrs. Pepton, could you please guide me to the greenhouse? I believe an hour with the plants might be quite delightful,” she requested, eager to put her disarrayed thoughts into order.

      

      As Caroline was ascending the stairs to fetch a shawl, a lively bustle in the front hall drew her attention. She hurried down, her curiosity piqued, to find that the source of the commotion was none other than Selina, who arrived rather unexpectedly.

      

      “Your Grace!” Selina greeted, her voice echoing through the hall. She was waving enthusiastically from the opposite end.

      

      Ignoring any decorum, she gathered her skirts and almost skipped toward Caroline. Her spontaneous energy was infectious.

      

      “How wonderful to see you again.” Selina wrapped Caroline into a warm embrace, her joy palpable. “You know, I did offer to stay away, but I found myself missing this place and especially the curiosity of meeting you again. And when His Grace sent for me, oh, I could hardly contain my excitement. I came immediately!”

      

      Caroline was surprised, her eyebrows lifting. “The Duke summoned you?”

      

      Indeed, she was pleasantly surprised at this news. The prospect of better company in the form of Selina was quite appealing. It also reminded her of the Duke’s attempt at civility the previous night at her bedchamber’s door. Perhaps he was attempting to make amends in his own unusual way.

      

      Caroline couldn’t help but ponder over the contradictions in her life. The wisdom of the housekeeper and the actions of her husband seemed to be at odds. Mrs. Pepton deemed the husband to be the wife’s true pillar of support, yet the Duke seemed to think Caroline would be comforted by the presence of others. It was an unusual situation, one that she had yet to make sense of.

      

      “Oh, yes, His Grace did summon me. Though, I am rather surprised that he did so early,” Selina said, lost in thought. “But no matter! What’s important is that I will get to know you now,” she declared with effervescent cheer.

      

      Caroline found the younger girl’s presence a refreshing change from the Duke, who seemed to derive a perverse pleasure from vexing her. As this thought crossed her mind, an odd sound filled the air, drawing her attention.

      

      Near the stairs stood the Duke, holding a fluffy tabby in his arms. The animal squirmed uncomfortably, clearly displeased at the confinement.

      

      “Oh, how I missed you too,” the Duke was addressing the cat, his tone so genuine that it made the scene even more amusing.

      

      “Ashes, there you are!” Selina exclaimed as she spotted him and the cat. She turned to Caroline. “The cat had scampered inside as soon as the carriage door was opened.”

      

      “Your cat has been trying to ruin the lacquer on my study door again, Selina,” the Duke revealed, his fondness for the cat clear in his voice, and there was a playfulness in his demeanor that Caroline hadn’t seen before.

      

      “You’ve been scratching again, haven’t you, you naughty boy?” Selina admonished the cat with a chuckle, taking the disgruntled feline from his hands. “He tends to become agitated after traveling, Your Grace,” she explained.

      

      Ashes, clearly displeased, let out a hiss at the Duke, much to everyone’s amusement. When he laughed, Caroline’s breath caught at how handsome he was. His dark eyes had always been unreadable, but at that moment, they had a life in them that intrigued her.

      

      “Manners, Ashes,” a stern voice chided from nearby, startling Caroline. It was a voice she hadn’t heard before, belonging to a woman she had failed to notice until this moment.

      

      Standing near the front door was a rather young and attractive woman, her posture rigid, her hands crossed in front of her in a pose of disciplined patience. Her chin was tilted upward, exuding an air of quiet pride. She curtsied gracefully to the Duke.

      

      “Oh, pardon my manners,” Selina blurted out in a rush, quickly stepping forward to introduce the newcomer. “This is Miss Joanna Stuart, my former governess, who is now my companion.”

      

      Miss Stuart gave Caroline a courteous curtsy, her face adorned with a polite smile that somehow managed to keep its warmth despite her strict demeanor. Caroline instantly found the woman agreeable. She was hopeful of the pleasant company she would provide in the days to come.

      

      Perhaps life here at the estate wouldn’t be as daunting as she had initially feared.

      

      Suddenly, a crash resounded nearby, causing everyone to start and look toward the source of the noise. Ashes, who had managed to escape from Selina’s grasp during the introductions, was now standing triumphantly on an end table, surveying the shattered remnants of a porcelain vase that had been a victim of his latest adventure.

      

      “Oh, heavens! I swear I’m going to send that cat to an etiquette school, Selina. He clearly needs to learn to behave himself,” the Duke protested, the corners of his mouth twitching as he attempted to suppress a grin at the feline’s antics.

      

      Caroline couldn’t help but see the humor in the situation. She chuckled. “I’m sure Miss Stuart is already doing a marvelous job of that, aren’t you, Miss Stuart?”

      

      The room filled with laughter, lightening the mood and creating a sense of understanding and amiability amongst them all.

      

      Ashes, the adorable little ball of gray fur, seemed to comprehend the ongoing conversation and decided to express his own feelings on the matter. Turning his head toward the Duke, he let out another hiss, his amber eyes blazing with indignation.

      

      “It appears as though the sentiment is mutual, Your Grace,” Caroline joked, a burst of laughter bubbling from her lips.

      

      Selina joined her, the both of them unable to hold back their amusement at the comical spectacle.

      

      The Duke, taken aback by his wife’s playful remark, finally let out a chuckle of his own, his initial frustration dissolving into mirth. “Oh, believe me,” he said, his eyes twinkling with amusement, “sometimes, I wonder who the true Duke is between us.”

      

      Despite the collective laughter, Miss Stuart remained unmoved, her features as placid as still water, a mere observer of the playful camaraderie that had taken over the front hall.

      

      As though feeling he’d had his share of fun, Ashes hopped off the table and darted away, his tail disappearing around the corner of a hallway. In the wake of his departure, a footman hurriedly appeared to clean up the remnants of the shattered vase, the staid order of the estate beginning to reassert itself amidst the merriment.
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      The breakfast room was aflutter with activity the next morning, the air humming with lively chatter and the clatter of utensils on fine china. Selina, who was as vibrant as the morning sun, filled the room with her effervescent banter, chattering away about her watercolors, her face alight with enthusiasm.

      

      “Just don’t let your cat anywhere near your paint, Selina,” the Duke interjected, his tone lightly warning. “I don’t fancy another trail of green paw prints all over my desk.”

      

      Selina shot him a teasing grin. “Someone’s grumpy this morning,” she teased.

      

      Joining in the playful banter, Caroline added, “You mean all the time.”

      

      The women shared a giggle, the sound echoing through the room.

      

      The Duke rolled his eyes, but there was no bite to his expression. His gaze shifted to Ashes, who was happily munching on some morsels at Selina’s feet. “I doubt there’s any creature as grumpy as your cat,” he countered, grinning down at the pet.

      

      Deciding to join in, Caroline inquired, her tone filled with amusement, “Are you always picking on him?”

      

      He shot her a wry glance. “You mean is he always picking on me? Yes, he is,” he replied, his tone half exasperated, half fond.

      

      Caroline couldn’t help but chuckle at the petulant note in his voice.

      

      As the breakfast wore on, Selina’s animated chatter gradually trailed off. She poked at the sausage on her plate, her usually bright eyes now clouded with thought. Noticing her new friend’s sudden quietness, Caroline was just about to ask her if something was amiss when Selina turned toward the Duke.

      

      “Joanna and I were thinking of opening the music room,” she began, her voice holding an uncharacteristic hesitation. “Do you think—”

      

      “No,” the Duke stated, his tone sharp and cutting, instantly changing the cheerful morning atmosphere. The single word echoed in the room, causing Caroline to instinctively recoil at the sudden change in his demeanor.

      

      Selina mirrored Caroline’s shock. Her youthful face was a mixture of hurt and embarrassment. The sight caused Caroline to bristle, a surge of protective indignation rising in her chest.

      

      But before she could voice her disapproval, the Duke continued.

      

      “I let you keep the cat. You’re always painting. Now you want to open the old music room…” he trailed off, but not before Caroline detected an odd undertone in his voice. Something that sounded eerily like… pain?

      

      Caroline frowned, her confusion deepening. Why was he being so curt with the innocent girl? Making it seem as though he was doing her a favor by allowing her such basic freedoms? Just when Caroline had begun to perceive the Duke as a decent man, his behavior had taken a confounding turn. Could she have misjudged him? Or could Mrs. Pepton have been mistaken in her praises of him? Caroline found herself hoping fervently that it wasn’t so.

      

      “It’s just music…” Selina murmured in a small voice, a far cry from the vibrancy she usually displayed.

      

      “Are the paintings just paintings too? And the cat?” he shot back, his words harsh. When Selina remained silent, he muttered, “I thought as much.”

      

      Caroline felt as though she was caught in a maze, unable to decipher the cryptic exchange between the two. However, despite her confusion, she knew she couldn’t stand idly by while this unfair treatment continued.

      

      “Oh, every household could do with a little music,” she interjected, choosing her words carefully in the face of the palpable tension at the table. But her attempt to lighten the mood was met with silence, a chilling echo of the sudden change in the morning’s tone.

      

      “I play music because I love it, and you know it. Nothing more.” Selina’s voice wavered.

      

      “Is that so?” The Duke raised an incredulous brow.

      

      Caroline’s gaze swung back to Selina, and her breath hitched at the sight of the unshed tears glistening in the girl’s eyes. With a gasp that rippled through the morning room, Selina shot to her feet. Her chin quivered as she blinked back her tears before she turned on her heel and fled the room, her cat hissing at the Duke before bounding after her.

      

      “What was that?” Caroline found herself torn between following after Selina and demanding an explanation from her husband for his harsh behavior.

      

      She hesitated, her heart twinging in sympathy for Selina’s hurt, before deciding to give the girl a moment of privacy to compose herself. Right now, she had a bone to pick with her husband.

      

      “What was what?” he questioned, feigning ignorance as he sipped casually at his coffee.

      

      But Caroline wasn’t fooled by his calm demeanor. The tense vein pulsating in his temple betrayed his inner turmoil, adding another layer of confusion to the puzzling exchange.

      

      Caroline narrowed her eyes, a sense of unease washing over her. The exchange between him and Selina skewed as though she had missed out on crucial information, and she found herself left in the lurch, unsure of how to proceed.

      

      “The poor girl just wanted a bit of music,” she said, her tone threaded with a combination of curiosity and frustration. Music did not seem like the sort of request to trigger such an unexpected response.

      

      “What Selina wants is not just music. You wouldn’t understand, Caroline,” the Duke said tersely, his tone brooking no room for further discussion.

      

      “Truly?” Caroline shot back, her patience evaporating. “Perhaps if you cared to explain, I would. Are we not allowed the simple pleasures of life underneath your roof as well? What other infringing rules should I know about?” She could feel the irritation rising within her, the edges of her words sharpened by her growing exasperation.

      

      “I do not infringe,” the Duke retorted, his teeth gritted, the tension in the room palpable. That inexplicable flash of pain, the one she’d noticed earlier, flickered across his face again, adding another layer of confusion to the situation.

      

      “I am merely trying to keep the sanity in the house. Selina doesn’t see it now, but she will grow to appreciate it,” he added, his words heavy with unspoken implications.

      

      His usage of the word ‘sanity’ was heavy, leaving Caroline more puzzled than ever.

      

      “Is this going to be before or after she loses her own sanity from lack of decent occupation?” Caroline challenged, refusing to be deterred. If he thought he could treat her and Selina with such disregard, he was mistaken.

      

      “You will refrain from questioning me, and making assumptions without knowing the details, Caroline,” the Duke snapped, abruptly rising from his seat. His anger was as tangible as the chill that seeped into the room. “What you see on the surface is never all of it,” he added cryptically before turning on his heel and exiting the room.

      

      Alone, and left to stew in her own perplexity and frustration, Caroline stared at her uneaten food, suddenly bereft of any appetite. Her breakfast lay forgotten, the enticing aroma now as distasteful as the lingering tension in the room.

      

      So much for what I thought was to be a pleasant day.

      

      Steeling herself, Caroline later approached the solid wooden door of Selina’s bedroom. Her gloved hand lifted, rapping softly on the door.

      

      “I told you to go away, Joanna,” came the faint reply from within, followed by a sniffle that made Caroline wince.

      

      Cautiously, Caroline turned the door handle and was grateful to find it unlocked. Pushing it open, she stepped inside the room, the sight of Selina confronting her. The girl was in her bed, her cheeks flushed and streaked with dried tears. She wasn’t crying now, but the signs of her emotional upheaval were still evident on her face.

      

      “May I?” Caroline asked, gesturing to an empty spot at the edge of the bed.

      

      Selina merely nodded in response, and Caroline moved forward to sit beside her.

      

      “I’m sure he didn’t mean it, Selina,” she tried to reassure the girl, knowing well the seriousness of William’s harsh words.

      

      “He did. He always does,” Selina murmured, sniffling slightly.

      

      Always?

      

      The word struck Caroline with a pang of alarm. Was this unkindness from William a regular occurrence?

      

      “Well, we shouldn’t let his grumpiness bring us down, now, should we?” Caroline asked, aiming to lighten the mood.

      

      Selina hesitated before shaking her head. “No,” she sniffled again, her voice small and uncertain.

      

      “Excellent. We, ladies, shouldn’t let him have that satisfaction,” Caroline said, winking at Selina.

      

      The girl let out a small giggle, a glimmer of her cheerful nature peeking through her gloom.

      

      Caroline, seizing the moment, pulled Selina into a gentle hug.

      

      “How about we do some gardening tomorrow afternoon?” she suggested, and Selina’s eyes sparkled.

      

      “Truly?”

      

      Caroline nodded in response.

      

      Selina hugged her tighter. “I am very fond of plants, and this makes me quite happy.”

      

      “I happen to have a little obsession with plants myself.” Caroline chuckled, glad she could cheer the girl up. It was a small victory, but a victory, nevertheless.

      

      Having comforted Selina, Caroline was about to take her leave when the girl called out to her.

      

      “Can you tell Joanna that I’m asleep? I’m afraid she can be quite the suffocating governess sometimes, and I would like to avoid that at this time,” Selina pleaded, her request voiced in a timid whisper.

      

      “Of course, dear,” Caroline responded, offering her a comforting smile. She promised to divert the governess, affording Selina some much-needed solitude.

      

      Exiting the room, Caroline soon encountered the woman in question in the hallway. Miss Stuart seemed to be on her way to check on her charge, and Caroline decided to intercept her.

      

      “Are you going to Selina’s bedchamber?” she asked, and the governess nodded politely while curtsying.

      

      “She is asleep,” Caroline said, and Miss Stuart’s eyes widened a fraction. “Perhaps it is best not to disturb her.”

      

      “Of course, Your Grace.”

      

      “Shall we have a little promenade instead?” Caroline proposed, her mood brightening at the prospect of spending time with the reserved woman. She hoped to gain insight into the relationship between Selina and William, suspecting that Miss Stuart’s long tenure with the family would have provided her with valuable observations.

      

      Miss Stuart hesitated briefly before agreeing to Caroline’s proposition, and they set off toward the manor’s vast gardens, the beauty of which was further accentuated by the balmy weather.

      

      “It’s a pity Selina cannot enjoy her watercolors in this beautiful weather,” Miss Stuart remarked, her gaze drifting over the blossoming flowers. “I’d left her quite upset earlier. I’m glad she’s getting some sleep now,” she added with a note of concern in her voice.

      

      “Sweet child,” Caroline responded, her heart aching at the thought of the distressed girl. She seized the opportunity to gain more insight into the situation. “How long have you been Selina’s governess, Miss Stuart?” she asked, genuinely curious about their history.

      

      “Four years,” Miss Stuart began, her expression softening as she delved into memory. “I was nineteen, and Selina was eleven when we began.” The recollection brought an almost nostalgic smile to her face. “She has grown into a remarkable young lady I am now proud to be a companion to,” she added, her voice laced with a fondness that was almost familial.

      

      “I am glad she had your guidance and support all this while,” Caroline responded, touched by the warm sentiment Miss Stuart had for Selina.

      

      “Oh, Selina is quite like a sister to me now. She reminds me a lot of my younger sister,” Miss Stuart said, her tone light and filled with a certain sweetness.

      

      “You have a sister?” Caroline inquired, her interest further piqued by the new piece of information.

      

      “Yes. She had to get employment too. Quite far from here,” Miss Stuart stated matter-of-factly, yet Caroline detected a faint note of sadness in her voice.

      

      “You must miss her,” Caroline commented sympathetically.

      

      “Dearly,” Miss Stuart confirmed, her smile longing. “But she is doing well for herself now. That is all that matters,” she continued, displaying a strength and resolve that impressed Caroline. “Our father, Lord Lountonshire, got in heavy debt, you see.”

      

      Caroline’s eyes widened. She had suspected Miss Stuart to be to be a gentlewoman, but she had never expected her to be the daughter of a viscount.

      

      “Society shunned us,” Miss Stuart continued. “We had no prospects and were faced with a choice to either starve with our ailing mother or seek employment and help her,” she confided, her words striking Caroline with a sudden revelation.

      

      Realizing the young woman’s painful past, Caroline’s heart ached for her.

      

      Miss Stuart’s reserved demeanor suddenly made sense to Caroline. The governess’s manner wasn’t just a manifestation of her professional role but a shield forged from hardship and loss. It was a facade, a subtle wall to protect her vulnerable heart from further harm.

      

      Caroline found herself contemplating her own circumstances. How close she had come to a similar fate had it not been for her brother’s intervention. He had swooped in like a knight, protecting her honor and their family’s reputation amidst the vortex of scandal.

      

      And the man, the instigator of what she had once considered a life-shattering incident, had done the unexpected. He had risen to the occasion, proposing marriage and thereby saving her prospects and their family name. Her life had been preserved, albeit changed, by the commitment of these men.

      

      As she walked beside Miss Stuart, Caroline was struck by a newfound sense of gratitude. Despite the struggles and the scandal, she was fortunate in many ways. She had been saved from a life of servitude and isolation—given a second chance. This realization softened her heart, drawing her closer to Miss Stuart.

      

      Her companionship was something she wanted to cultivate. Beyond the shared understanding of their challenges, Caroline found the governess to be a woman of substance and resilience. Their friendship, she believed, would enrich her life in ways she could barely begin to imagine.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 8

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      As William walked to the dining room that evening, he was consumed with a gnawing sense of guilt over his sharp words and caustic attitude at breakfast. However, he tried to convince himself that he had been left with no other choice. Selina, he felt, was brazenly heading down a path that, he was certain, would only bring misery for both of them. He had spent years steering her away from the precipice, and he wouldn’t allow her to jeopardize that now.

      

      It was difficult enough to hear her recreating the haunting melodies that reverberated through his past. He could hardly bear the thought of her producing those sounds from the same instrument in the same room where they had first been breathed into existence. That was a gate to a part of his history that he refused to unlatch, fearing the tormenting memories it would unleash.

      

      It was his mother’s music that Selina insisted on playing, a constant, melodic echo of a past he desperately tried to bury. Yet, Selina, unaware of the history and pain intertwined within those notes, blissfully reveled in the beauty of the compositions, blissfully oblivious to the agony they evoked within him.

      

      Despite his staunch defense of his actions, William knew he owed both Selina and Caroline an apology for his behavior. However, he hadn’t been able to gather the courage to express his regret, choosing instead to submerge himself in his work throughout the day, hoping to distract himself from his remorse and the discomforting silence that had descended upon the house.

      

      He sat at the table and looked at the seats on his right and left where his wife and Selina were supposed to be. William had waited for them in the drawing room, intending to walk his wife to the dining room, but once dinner was announced, his hunger drew out his impatience.

      

      “Your Grace,” the butler called behind him.

      

      William turned. “Yes?”

      

      “Her Grace and Miss Fitzgerald shan’t be joining you for dinner tonight.”

      

      “Why?” William demanded in surprise.

      

      “Her Grace requested to have their meal taken up to her chambers an hour ago.”

      

      “I see. Thank you, Smith.”

      

      Although William was displeased by their decision to distance themselves from him, he acknowledged their prerogative. He chose to respect their space, promising himself to make amends the following day.

      

      As dawn crept into the house, however, it brought with it the sound he had been trying to evade. The haunting melodies, played by Selina’s practiced fingers, filled the quiet morning, leaving him face-to-face with the ghosts he had been trying to outrun.

      

      The music grew louder, piercing William’s ears as he approached the drawing room that housed the pianoforte Selina normally used for her musical indulgences. At least she had chosen this instrument, the less painful of the two, he thought, a modicum of relief washing over him.

      

      Upon entering the room, he was grateful to find Selina alone, immersed in her music. She slowed as he walked toward her.

      

      “I knew it would draw you out,” she said, her fingers halting on the keys as she turned to face him.

      

      “Your choice of melody is also quite calculated, I presume,” he noted, sliding onto the bench beside her, the notes of the song still hovering in the air.

      

      “Since you barred me from the old music room, I decided to stir up something old,” she stated simply, shrugging her shoulders as she returned her gaze to the piano keys. Her forthrightness coaxed a reluctant smile onto William’s face.

      

      “Is this your method of retribution?” he inquired, the tension between them gradually dissolving.

      

      “No, not retribution,” she responded with a smile that lit up her face. “Just my way of feeling my way forward until I achieve my goal,” she added, her voice holding a familiar ring to it.

      

      “Did my wife encourage this little performance?” he couldn’t help but ask, even though he knew it was unlikely. Caroline had scant knowledge of their history.

      

      “No, but she did not stop me when I proposed the idea,” Selina admitted, her smile growing wider at his surprised expression. “I told her it would be very effective.”

      

      A quiet contemplation settled over him as he considered her words. “I gather,” he finally said, “that resignation was not part of the advice given to you by Caroline.”

      

      “Not in the slightest,” Selina returned, a note of defiance edging her voice.

      

      A chuckle escaped him at her unabashed determination. The tension of the previous day seemed to recede further.

      

      “You must understand, Selina—” he started once more, but she interrupted him before he could continue.

      

      “I understand. What I can’t fathom, however, is why,” Selina admitted, her fingers tracing the intricate design on the pianoforte’s polished surface.

      

      “I apologize for my harshness yesterday, but I cannot grant you the liberty you seek with the music room,” he explained, meeting her gaze.

      

      Suddenly, she swerved away from the topic at hand. “Have you tried the new butter biscuits from the cook? They’re simply delightful—the best recipe in quite a while, if I may say so,” she said.

      

      It was her signature move—this abrupt change of topic. A peculiar coping mechanism, he had come to realize over time. Her way of acknowledging a loss, though not the most effective one. Yet, he had always striven to comprehend and respect it. Both of them were trapped in their own labyrinth of pain, but perhaps hers was more gnawing, given her predicament.

      

      “I’m sure I’ll find them delightful,” he said, his tone soft and understanding.

      

      Later in the day, he resolved to seek out his wife.

      

      Caroline, too, had been avoiding him, and he knew he owed her an apology. She was nowhere to be found—not in her bedroom nor in her study nor any of the other places he thought she would be.

      

      Navigating his way through the expansive hallways, he encountered the butler and asked after his wife.

      

      “I believe Her Grace is presently occupied with gardening alongside the young ladies and Mrs. Pepton, Your Grace,” the dutiful butler informed him.

      

      Guided by this information, William found himself approaching the greenhouse, which was surrounded by a myriad of colors and scents, the lively chatter of female voices reverberating through its walls.

      

      Upon his entrance, he spied Selina and her governess, each engrossed in their individual tasks, their baskets brimming with an assortment of flowers. He took in the vibrant tableau, but his gaze inevitably landed on Caroline.

      

      Caroline, her back turned toward him, was engaged in an energetic duel with a stubborn seedling, her hands nearly disappearing in the rich soil—a sight he hadn’t anticipated, and one that left him momentarily rooted in place.

      

      “Could you hand me that pot, Mrs. Pepton?” Her voice cut through his surprise, yet she remained oblivious to his presence.

      

      Without thought, he reached out, grasped the empty pot, and handed it over to her. As Caroline turned to accept it, her surprise mirrored his own, causing her to trip over a nearby seedling.

      

      Without missing a beat, his arms shot out, snaking around her waist and pulling her against him—the seedling sacrificed for a moment of unexpected closeness.

      

      Sensing the tension, Mrs. Pepton quickly decided to move Selina and Joanna out of the greenhouse. “Girls, let’s find some suitable vases for these beautiful flowers,” she suggested, a hint of a knowing smile on her face.

      

      After a moment of silence, Caroline broke free from her shock and looked up at her husband, her eyes wide and questioning. “What are you doing here?” she finally managed to utter.

      

      “Doing my duty as a gentleman, my dear,” William replied with an ease that belied the tremor in his heart. “I am, after all, breaking your fall.”

      

      The realization of their closeness finally dawned upon her, manifesting in a deep blush that spread across her cheeks, amplifying her charm in an enchanting way. He found himself entranced by her, his gaze lingering on a small smudge of dirt on her forehead. With a gentle hand, he reached out and delicately wiped it away, sending a shiver of warmth through him at the softness of her skin. Her blush deepened further at his touch, an endearing sight that sent his heart racing.

      

      “With you causing such havoc, whatever would I do?” William asked, attempting to lighten the atmosphere.

      

      “I believe the word you’re looking for is garden, which you’re currently disrupting,” Caroline pointed out with a teasing lilt in her voice, yet she made no move to extricate herself from his hold.

      

      He chuckled at her assertion, replying, “Garden, yes. After an unfortunate tumble, I suppose.”

      

      Feigning indignation, she raised a dubious brow. “Are you here only to tease me as usual?”

      

      “And is that how you show your gratitude toward your rescuer? Questioning his intentions?” he countered, the twinkle in his eyes softening his words.

      

      She looked at him with an incredulous expression. “Rescue? You make it sound as though I was on the brink of breaking a leg!”

      

      “But, my dear, you could have! From such a ‘little’ trip, as you call it,” he pointed out, emphasizing the word trip with an air of mischief.

      

      She opened her mouth, ready to retort, but then closed it, her gaze lowering. “I suppose you did save that poor seedling from being trampled on,” she admitted, the words coming out more like a mumble than an actual sentence.

      

      He laughed, the sound echoing throughout the greenhouse. “What a quaint way of expressing your gratitude, my dear,” he remarked, the humor in his eyes not quite masking the tenderness within.

      

      In the course of their interactions, William was coming to realize just how resolute and stubborn Caroline could be. There was a steeliness in her spirit that was fascinating and somehow enchanting. In his heart, he acknowledged, not without a little surprise, that he was drawn to these qualities.

      

      “Well, you’ll just have to get accustomed to it,” she replied, a note of teasing defiance coloring her voice as she gently extricated herself from his arms. Her cheeks were still colored a lovely shade of pink, rendering her even more captivating in his eyes.

      

      “I’ve had a word with Selina,” he began, his voice unexpectedly serious. “And I wanted to apologize for my behavior toward both of you,” he confessed, a sense of relief washing over him at the confession.

      

      Her eyes widened in surprise, a sly smile then gracing her lips. “That wasn’t as hard as you thought, was it?” Her words were light, teasing, yet they carried a profound meaning that he didn’t miss.

      

      Sharing her mirth, he chuckled before introducing his next topic of conversation. “I’ve been thinking of hosting a race. As you may know, I breed horses.”

      

      The spark of interest that ignited in her eyes was impossible to miss. She looked at him with an enthusiasm that was positively infectious, stirring something deep inside him. A feeling of tenderness gripped his heart as he took in her radiant happiness. There was a faint warning ringing in his mind, cautioning him against these feelings that he was starting to harbor, but he chose to ignore them for the time being.

      

      Feeling emboldened, he made her an offer. “Would you like to take a tour of the stables?”

      

      A bright smile bloomed on her face. “I’m looking forward to it,” she declared, her anticipation palpable and a shared sentiment.
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      Selina, in a sudden spark of interest, took it upon herself to practice her dance steps. With Caroline reluctantly drafted as her dance partner and Joanna seated at the pianoforte providing their accompaniment, their attempt was both amusing and endearing.

      

      Matching in height, they navigated their way through every twirl and turn with a comical level of awkwardness. Their coordination was anything but smooth, and yet they found the fun in their efforts, their laughter filling the room as they stumbled over each other’s feet.

      

      “That was delightfully atrocious,” Selina declared, chuckling as they both curtsied awkwardly after their second attempt at a dance. Her eyes sparkled with enjoyment and without wasting a beat, she suggested, “Let’s do it again!”

      

      Caroline was about to agree when her eyes fell upon a passing figure outside the room. A sudden inspiration hit her, a twinkle in her eyes that had nothing to do with their recent dancing debacle. “The Duke would make you an even better partner, Selina,” she said, already making her way toward the door.

      

      With the speed and determination that only a woman on a mission could possess, she darted out and, much to William’s surprise, dragged him into the room.

      

      “Excellent!” Selina exclaimed, her hands clapping together in anticipation of a new partner.

      

      William looked between the two ladies, his face a mirror of his confusion. “May I know what manner of dubious business I’m getting roped into, first?”

      

      “Just don’t be a cynic again,” Caroline murmured under her breath to him while Selina cheerfully assured him, “Nothing dubious. I’m just practicing my waltz, and I need a proper partner.”

      

      “Ah, well, in that case, you have come to the perfect gentleman,” William declared, a smile playing at the corners of his mouth. His hand extended in a grand flourish toward the young lady, who was all too eager to accept his offer.

      

      Caroline, standing to the side, felt a rush of laughter ripple through her as she watched her husband’s exaggerated gesture. She shook her head in amusement, an endearing roll of her eyes accompanying her suppressed mirth.

      

      William and Selina on the dance floor was, indeed, a sight to behold. There was a natural grace to Selina’s movements, her lithe form moving in harmony with William’s strong and confident strides. The pair floated across the floor with an elegant ease that was captivating to witness.

      

      “I doubt you have anything to be anxious about, Selina. That was beautifully done,” Caroline complimented warmly, her voice full of admiration for her young friend.

      

      Selina beamed at the praise. With a sudden impulsive movement, she dashed over to Caroline, grabbing her hands and pulling her to her feet. “Your turn now,” she announced, a glint of mischief shimmering in her eyes. “I think you two should practice a bit before you host your first event.”

      

      A silent exchange occurred as Caroline found herself staring into William’s eyes. His gaze was unreadable, yet there was a certain warmth to it that she found herself drawn to. A rush of color flooded her cheeks as he offered her his hand.

      

      As she placed her hand in his, a realization dawned upon her. This was their first dance together. She tried her best to ignore the intimate sensation of his hand resting at the small of her back and the way his touch ignited an unfamiliar warmth inside her.

      

      The music began, a soft and gentle melody filling the room, and then, with a firm yet gentle pull, he brought her closer to him.

      

      “Try not to step on my toes, would you?” he whispered into her ear, an impish grin on his face.

      

      Despite the nerve-wracking situation, she found herself chuckling softly at his teasing comment.

      

      “Such opportunities do not come every day, Your Grace. I would never miss it,” she retorted with a teasing smirk, her blue eyes twinkling with unspoken mischief.

      

      The serious, business-like demeanor that had dominated their exchanges up till now was replaced with playful banter that she found herself enjoying more than she’d like to admit.

      

      What had started off as a daunting task, a whirl of nervousness knotting her stomach, soon transformed into a beautiful ballet of moves. As Caroline moved with William, she found herself lost in the harmony of their steps, their bodies swaying in perfect unison.

      

      Once upon a time, Selina’s enthusiastic words of encouragement echoed in her ears, but now, all she could hear was the enchanting melody of the pianoforte. Soon, even the song dissipated, the notes evaporating into the air, leaving her with nothing but the sound of their synchronized breaths and the shared rhythm of their bodies.

      

      Caroline’s world shrunk until all that was left was the feeling of William’s hand on her waist, the other entwined with hers, and the shared warmth that radiated between them. A blush crept up her cheeks, and she could see an unfamiliar but equally charged emotion flicker in William’s eyes.

      

      “I’m sorry,” a voice suddenly interrupted their dance. The abruptness of the interruption was a sharp contrast to the tender bubble they had found themselves in.

      

      For a fleeting moment, one could think it was Caroline who uttered the apology, but it wasn’t.

      

      The melodious rhythm that had once echoed in the room was now replaced with an eerie silence. Caroline turned her head, her eyes falling on Joanna, who was bent over the pianoforte, coughing sporadically.

      

      “I must have inhaled a bit of dust,” Joanna tried to explain between the fits of coughing, her voice barely above a whisper.

      

      “Oh, no, it’s all right,” Caroline hastily reassured her as she gently eased herself out of William’s hold. Swiftly, she crossed the room, ready to assist Joanna, her heart filled with concern for her.

      

      “Perhaps some mint tea would help,” Selina suggested, and Caroline walked to the bell to ring for it. After making the request with the footman that arrived, she turned to her husband.

      

      Their gaze held, and something fluttered within her along with the magic in the memory of their dance. There was also a peculiar expression on his face that she could not place.

      

      He cleared his throat and said, “I shall see you at dinner.” Then, he exited the room.

      

      The evening sun was just beginning to bathe the room in a soft orange glow when a knock echoed through the bedchamber. Millie, Caroline’s maid, was busily fixing her hair for dinner when Joanna slipped in.

      

      “Pardon my intrusion, Your Grace,” Joanna said, her tone polite but laced with a hint of uncertainty.

      

      Caroline offered her a welcoming smile. “Please, Joanna. There’s no need for formalities. What brings you here?” Her tone was light, but there was an undercurrent of curiosity.

      

      The other woman stood in the doorway, her eyes uncertain, a clear indication she was wrestling with something.

      

      Realizing that Joanna needed to talk, Caroline turned to her maid and dismissed her. “You can go now, Millie. I can finish up myself.”

      

      At this, Joanna, always the consummate caregiver, offered her services. “Allow me to assist you, Your Grace.” She picked up where Millie had left off, her fingers deftly completing the elegant updo.

      

      “I felt it was only right that I come to apologize for earlier, Your Grace,” Joanna began, her voice apologetic. “I’m afraid that my lack of composure interrupted your dance.” Her voice held a note of regret, but Caroline was quick to dismiss it.

      

      “Rubbish,” Caroline chided, her voice warm and reassuring. “Think nothing of it.”

      

      Relief washed over Joanna’s face as a smile blossomed. It was as though she had been holding her breath and was only now allowed to exhale. Caroline felt a question forming in her mind. She knew she had a rare opportunity, with Joanna in high spirits, and she took her chance.

      

      “Joanna, what do you know about the old music room?” Caroline asked, her voice filled with curiosity. The question hung in the air between them, waiting to be answered.

      

      Caroline had been pondering on the topic for a while, her curiosity piqued and gnawing at her. Yet, she’d held back her questions out of a sense of delicacy, her mind teetering between her own inquisitiveness and the potential sensitivities of the house. But eventually, her thirst for knowledge overcame her restraint.

      

      “Oh, not much, I’m afraid,” Joanna responded, her voice echoing the vague, uninformative responses Caroline had received thus far. “Only that it belonged to the late Duchess.”

      

      A ripple of realization coursed through Caroline. A sense of understanding began to form in her mind, akin to the pieces of a jigsaw puzzle gradually fitting into place. She suddenly recollected William’s expression when the room had been mentioned, the pain that had flickered in his eyes briefly.

      

      Could that be it? Could the room hold some precious memories of the woman he had lost? A sharp intake of breath echoed in the quiet room as the gravity of her realization hit her.

      

      Her mind raced, trying to make sense of the fragments of information she’d gathered. And with each passing second, her desire to delve deeper into the mystery surrounding the room increased. Selina’s conversation with William played out in her mind, and she could sense there was more to this than met the eye.

      

      An idea struck her then. Perhaps she, as the new Duchess, had a right to know. Yes, she would ask for access. She had her husband’s respect and trust. Surely, he would understand her curiosity.

      

      It was decided. She would approach William and bring an end to this mystery.
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      Caroline took a deep breath, steeling herself for the conversation she was about to start, then she knocked softly on her husband’s study door.

      

      “Enter,” he called, and she opened the door.

      

      The chandelier above shed a warm light on the dark paneling of the room, giving her some confidence. William was engrossed in some correspondence, but he looked up as she entered.

      

      He gained his feet.

      

      “You’re not retiring to bed yet?” he asked, a note of surprise in his voice.

      

      It was understandable, for Caroline usually excused herself after dinner. What was she to do if she lingered in his company? They might now find each other’s company not tolerable, but the rules of their marriage remained, and she did not seek his company unless it was necessary.

      

      “That depends,” she responded, her heart racing. She wasn’t entirely sure how to broach this conversation, and her mind still grappled with the potential consequences.

      

      “On?” His eyebrows arched in amusement, and he tilted his head, clearly curious about her cryptic statement.

      

      She took a deep breath, gathering her courage. “Whether or not you will allow me access to the old music room,” she explained, letting the words hang in the air between them.

      

      The change in his demeanor was immediate, and his relaxed posture stiffened. His amusement vanished and was replaced by a sternness that made her insides flutter.

      

      “Caroline, I thought I’ve already made my stand about the music room quite clear.” His tone was cold, icy even.

      

      “To Selina, yes,” she quickly responded. It was important to stress that she wasn’t oblivious to his feelings about the room.

      

      “To you as well,” he returned, his gaze unyielding.

      

      Caroline felt her pulse quicken. Her mind scrambled for the right words, for a statement that wouldn’t escalate the tension.

      

      “Do you realize that this is another infringement?” she blurted before immediately regretting her choice of words. To rectify, she hurried to add, “That room belonged to the late Duchess.” As if this fact might somehow soften the blunt force of her previous statement.

      

      His eyes held a curious mixture of emotions—surprise, annoyance, and a hint of confusion.

      

      “And I take it you want the room now?” His words were an open challenge, daring her to affirm her intention.

      

      The air between them seemed to crackle with tension, and the small voice in her mind said, “You should have thought better about this.”

      

      Caroline felt her hands clench involuntarily, and the mounting frustration gnawed at her patience. Why was her husband acting in this manner? Depriving a dear, affectionate girl of the joy of playing music in the designated room was most unfair.

      

      “I am the Duchess of Weston,” she said at last, the words coming forth with more confidence than she truly felt.

      

      “And I am the Duke, Caroline!” he returned, his icy calm melting into open irritation. She had half-expected her words to make him yield, but she could see how mistaken she had been.

      

      Despite that, Caroline’s patience waned and was hanging by a thread now. “Being Duke does not give you the right to ignore our basic needs in this household,” she said, and his eyes widened.

      

      “I beg your pardon, my dear Duchess.” He skirted his desk to stand before her, tall and imposing. “That music room is not a basic need. You would not have bothered with it if you were never informed of its existence.”

      

      He was right, and this annoyed Caroline, for she had no argument—not one she could use to win, at least.

      

      With neither of them willing to concede to the other, the air in the room thickened, and something sparked between them. His vehemence intensified her curiosity, and Caroline wondered why he was determined to keep everyone out of the room.

      

      “What are you hiding in that room? What are you running from, William?” she asked, using his Christian name for the first time.

      

      He must have noticed, too, because his brow rose ever so slightly before his face hardened, and he gave her a cold look.

      

      “You have no business asking those questions. We are strangers to each other.” His voice was dangerously low.

      

      Caroline felt a sudden rush of defiance. She was not going to allow him to intimidate her into letting this matter go. She had to know who the man she married was. This marriage was for the rest of her life, after all.

      

      “There is pain about you every time that room is brought up. I cannot help but feel as though you’re running from it. That won’t make your pain go away.” She reached to touch his arm, but he took a step away from her, the movement causing her to wince inwardly and feel rejected. “You need to face it, embrace it. Only then will you take back its control over you,” she insisted, her heart pounding in her chest.

      

      Her words seemed to stretch between them for a moment, and she thought she saw a flicker of understanding in his dark eyes.

      

      But then, he took another step back, his gaze turning icy. “What would you know about pain?” he asked quietly, his words wounding her.

      

      Caroline’s eyes widened, hurt by his words.

      

      “Probably not as much as you,” she found herself saying, a moment of vulnerability shining through the heated argument. She straightened her back, meeting his icy gaze. “But at least I know that I need to face it and not allow it to affect those in my charge,” she added, referring to Selina. That was the reason she was here—to help the girl and not heal the man.

      

      Although she wished to know what pained him, so she could comfort him, William was right that they were still strangers.

      

      His eyes briefly flickered with something that might have been guilt. It was there, and then it wasn’t—as fleeting as a wisp of smoke in the wind. Caroline wondered if she had imagined it.

      

      “What I will tell you is that you have no business with that room, Caroline, and that is all,” he declared, the finality in his voice a slap to her face.

      

      His words echoed in her ears long after she had turned on her heel, her heart a whirlwind of hurt and anger, and left his study.

      

      Sleep proved elusive that night, her mind too busy replaying the events of the day. She chose to retreat to the solace of the drawing room, hoping the company of a good book might soothe her frayed nerves.

      

      As the hours waned, the soft creak of the door announced the arrival of Ashes, probably returning from one of his nocturnal escapades. His arrival was a welcome distraction, providing a break from the solitude of the quiet room and the thoughts that refused to be quiet in her mind.

      

      He came to rub himself against her feet, looking up at her with glowing eyes and mewing. A small smile touched her lips.

      

      “It is good to see you, too,” Caroline murmured.

      

      Soft footsteps echoed in the hallway just outside the room, and she looked up, squinting in the dim light to see who it was. The form of a woman moved past the drawing room and then reappeared within moments.

      

      “Your Grace, I didn’t realize it was you.” Joanna peered into the room, her face partially hidden by the white cap on her head. In her hands was a cup of what looked like milk.

      

      “I’m afraid sleep is eluding me tonight,” Caroline admitted, a soft sigh escaping her lips. She gestured toward the spot next to her on the couch, encouraging the governess to join her.

      

      “Oh, I shan’t want to interrupt your reading.” Joanna hesitated, her eyes flickering uncertainly between the book in Caroline’s hand and the spot she’d been offered.

      

      “Oh, nonsense,” Caroline responded with a small smile, putting her book aside and patting the cushion once more.

      

      As Joanna moved to sit, Ashes decided to claim a portion of the cushion for himself, stretching out with an air of smug satisfaction.

      

      A burst of laughter escaped Caroline, the sound bouncing off the room’s walls before she scooped the complacent feline into her arms. Ashes purred, his eyes fluttering closed under her gentle touch. She never thought he would warm up to her this quickly.

      

      “I hear warm milk helps induce sleep,” the governess suggested, offering her the cup she had been holding.

      

      Caroline tried to decline, but Joanna was insistent. “I intend to get another one before retiring, so it is no inconvenience at all,” she reassured her.

      

      Caroline finally accepted, the warm cup cradled between her hands. They fell into a comfortable silence, only broken by the soft sound of Caroline sipping from the cup. Just as she was beginning to enjoy the soothing warmth spreading through her, Joanna spoke.

      

      “Pardon my inquisitiveness, Your Grace, but I couldn’t help overhearing the voices from the study earlier…”

      

      The unspoken question hung in the air, heavy and filled with concern.

      

      Caroline surmised that Joanna was referring to her earlier disagreement with William. An unwelcome heat began to color her cheeks, the embarrassment of having her private squabble overheard creating a tangible unease within her.

      

      Had they been that loud? The question taunted her, echoing within the confines of her mind.

      

      “It’s natural, you know,” Joanna ventured, breaking into her thoughts. “Every new relationship comes with its missteps. Please, do not feel bad about it,” she added, a reassuring smile playing on her lips.

      

      “If only it were that simple, Joanna,” Caroline muttered, the words laced with a little anger. A snort of wry amusement escaped her lips, almost unbidden.

      

      Why was she feeling this strongly about her disagreement with her husband? They had been married less than a fortnight.

      

      “I will not claim to fully understand,” Joanna responded, her voice a soft ripple in the silence, “but I want you to know that I am here to always lend a listening ear if you wish, Your Grace.”

      

      The warmth in her words felt genuine, a soothing balm against the jagged edges of Caroline’s self-doubt.

      

      Caroline returned her smile, finding herself unexpectedly comforted by the governess’s words. The assurance of having even a smidgen of support was an unexpected relief.

      

      When she finally bid goodnight to the world and retired to her room, Ashes trailed after her, sauntering into her room with the confidence of an undisputed ruler. He made himself comfortable on her bed covers, clearly considering himself the little prince of this domain.

      

      Your Grace,

      

      I suppose I should have addressed you as my dear Caroline. Forgive my excessive formality.

      

      Would you be so kind as to join me in the stables this afternoon?

      

      William.

      

      Caroline’s heart raced as she folded the note that Millie had just brought. William was extending her an olive branch after their quarrel, and nothing would make her day better.

      

      Grinning at her lady’s maid, she said, “Help me change into my riding habit, please.”

      

      As she made her way out of the manor, Caroline was filled with an amalgamation of anticipation and trepidation. When she arrived and took in the sight that awaited her, the anticipation gave way to a burgeoning sense of delight.

      

      William stood in the middle of the stables with a horse. He gave her a slight smile, and she thought she would melt under his charm.

      

      She curtsied politely, murmuring, “Your Grace.”

      

      “William,” he corrected her, extending a gloved hand. “I wanted to introduce you to a friend of mine.”

      

      “Why, she’s magnificent, William,” Caroline breathed, her voice barely above a whisper, her gaze rooted to the exquisite creature before her.

      

      It was a chestnut Arabian mare, her coat a blend of deep russet hues and her mane a lustrous cascade.

      

      “She is purebred Arabian,” William declared, a note of pride evident in his voice.

      

      “Those are not easy to come by,” Caroline murmured, her hand gently caressing the horse’s velvety muzzle as she offered the creature a handful of sugar lumps that William gave her. The mare accepted the sweet offering with an eager gentleness that was almost touching.

      

      “She was bred in these stables, and I selected her parents myself,” William explained, his voice filled with a tangible passion. “She is even-tempered and graceful. Several gentlemen have offered to purchase her in the last year, but I declined, feeling she deserves better—a different sort of ownership. Or rather companionship.”

      

      Caroline watched him as he spoke, his enthusiasm infectious. She could feel a warmth spreading through her as she saw this new side of her husband. His joy was radiant, transforming his usually stoic countenance into a display of genuine happiness. This was a sight that stirred something within her, an emotional realization that she actually wanted him to be happy. Her heart raced, and she pushed away the twinge of anxiety the thought brought.

      

      Taking a moment to drink in her surroundings, Caroline admired the grandeur of the stables and the horses in the stalls on either side of them. The horses were undoubtedly of fine breeding, their magnificence evident in the quiet assurance of their movements. In the midst of it all, the prospect of the upcoming races became surprisingly appealing.

      

      “Whose companionship?” she asked, stroking the mare’s ears.

      

      “Yours,” William replied.

      

      “Is she a bribe, then?” Caroline queried playfully, feeding her new mare another sugar lump. Was this grand gesture his way of making amends for his less-than-amicable behavior the previous night?

      

      “The horse is a gift, not a bribe, Caroline. Consider her a wedding gift,” he responded.

      

      His words stirred a quiet tumult within her. Was it truly an apology that she had been seeking? Now, she was being offered a gift, a valuable one at that, but she could not help wanting something more, and she was unable to fathom what or why.

      

      This should be enough.

      

      Yet, no matter what she did, something within her felt unsettled. She recognized that she needed to relinquish her expectations for this relationship, to surrender the unspoken hopes she harbored. It was a necessary step for her own well-being, for her peace of mind.

      

      “She’s beautiful,” Caroline murmured, redirecting her attention back to the creature standing before her. The mare’s glossy coat shimmered under the afternoon sun, adding to her elegance. “Thank you, William.”

      

      Her thoughts wandered again as she tried to understand what she was feeling.

      

      “You are most welcome. She needs a name,” he suggested, pulling Caroline out of her silent musings.

      

      “Right,” she responded a little too quickly. She hadn’t considered that yet.

      

      Seeing her hesitation, he added, “Take your time, Caroline. Let it be a name that would suit her.”

      

      The notion kindled a spark of excitement within Caroline. Perhaps Selina could help her choose a fitting name. The thought of sharing this joyous news with the sweet girl brought a smile to her lips.

      

      For a fleeting moment, all seemed right with the world, and Caroline took advantage of it, dearly hoping that they would find the contentment she was seeking even if happiness was not written in her fate.
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      “Have this delivered to Lord Caroway,” William instructed as he handed Smith the invitation to the races that he was extending his father-in-law.

      

      “At once, Your Grace.” The butler collected the invitation and bowed.

      

      Alone in his study, William found himself wrestling with Caroline’s words. Was he truly a fugitive from his own past? Was there validity in her contention that he was denying the pain that cloaked his heart, rather than facing it? The thought unsettled him, setting his mind into a turbulent storm of doubts and self-questioning.

      

      Her suggestion that unveiling his old wounds, welcoming their sting, and enduring their torment, could lead to his healing was bewildering. It contradicted every instinct he possessed, every survival tactic he’d honed over the years. It simply made no sense.

      

      She was right, however, that he was hurting Selina.

      

      Yet, despite his denial, her words echoed in the recesses of his mind, unwilling to be dismissed. There was a persistent whisper that perhaps he had been avoiding rather than addressing his pain.

      

      With a reluctant acceptance, he realized he had a decision to make. He had to confront this tormenting matter. Thus, summoning the strength he had in reserve, he rose and rang for a servant.

      

      A footman appeared momentarily, and William instructed, “Have Mrs. Pepton meet me here.”

      

      The housekeeper joined him within minutes, and he gestured at one of the seats in front of his desk while he took his place behind it. “I wish to discuss the matter of the music room,” he said.

      

      “The mausoleum, you mean,” a voice reminded him, and he swallowed.

      

      “What about the music room, Your Grace?” the housekeeper asked.

      

      “I do not want it opened again,” he declared.

      

      The room had stood as a monument to a time and a love lost, and he was not ready to face the uncertain future that was beckoning to him.

      

      William had labored hard over the years to preserve the room in its original state. It was a pristine, untouched part of the past, encased in an almost sacred silence. The room was cleaned religiously, once every three months, but now, he found himself wanting that routine disrupted.

      

      Caroline, with her sharp eyes and even sharper intellect, was waiting on the fringes, curious and keen to pry into the corners of his life he preferred to keep cloaked in shadows. The very idea of her stepping into the music room, the place of his melancholy, was a thought he couldn’t entertain. She might be his wife, but she had a very specific place in his life and must remain there—at a distance.

      

      “Your Grace, are you certain? We’re due for a cleaning in the next two days.” Mrs. Pepton’s forehead creased in concern.

      

      “That is correct, Mrs. Pepton,” he affirmed, looking into her astonished eyes with a steadiness that surprised even him. “The music room will remain sealed, even for cleaning, until further notice. I will also require all keys to the room to be handed over to me, including the spares,” he concluded, his tone leaving no room for dispute.

      

      “Very well, Your Grace,” the older woman acquiesced, her brows knitting together in confusion. Yet, she hid her surprise behind the practiced mask of a seasoned housekeeper, understanding the value of obedience.

      

      However, as she stood to depart, a spark flickered in her eyes. She paused and turned back to him, her voice steady as she ventured to say, “If you’d pardon my forwardness, Your Grace, but avoiding the issue is hardly a solution.”

      

      His terse reply was laced with a slight warning. “We create our own solutions, Mrs. Pepton.”

      

      Undeterred, she pressed on, “Indeed we do, Your Grace. But the easy solutions we choose are not always the ones that serve us best in the long run.”

      

      “Mrs. Pepton, some things are better left buried,” he retorted, the steeliness in his voice indicating the end of the conversation.

      

      “But buried things have a way of haunting us, Your Grace.” She imparted her final piece of wisdom before curtsying, her words swirling densely in the air, challenging him to undo the decision he had just made.

      

      No, he could not do that. Selina might be pained, but he was as much protecting her as he was himself. He would also need to find a way to sternly but gently let his wife know her place.

      

      Mrs. Pepton’s stern face softened slightly as she added, “To truly find peace, we must face our troubles. Only then can we hope to truly let them go and set ourselves free.” With another curtsy, she stepped out of his study, leaving him alone with her words.

      

      Her admonitions echoed in the silence of the room, stirring a sense of unease. They were disconcertingly similar to Caroline’s words from that night. The coincidence made him uneasy, and in the midst of this turmoil, he found himself craving her presence, her bright eyes, and her ready smile.

      

      He ran his hands down his face. “I am a walking contradiction,” he muttered to himself.

      

      One instant he wanted his wife as far away from him as possible, and then next, he wanted nothing more than to see her and be close to her.

      

      Giving in, William stood and strode out of his study. He inquired about Caroline’s whereabouts from the first footman he saw, and he learned that she had been seen heading toward the stables. It was, indeed, a beautiful day, and knowing her fondness for her new mare, it wouldn’t be surprising if she’d decided to spend her afternoon with her. William made his way there.

      

      As he stepped into the stables, he was greeted by the sound of Caroline’s voice.

      

      “I know, my dear, I completely understand how frustrating it could get.”

      

      It was a gentle murmur, and as he drew closer to the stall she was in, he found her talking to the mare he’d gifted her.

      

      The mare let out a soft snort, tossing her head slightly, causing Caroline to chuckle.

      

      “You agree too?” Caroline sounded surprised yet delighted, her voice holding a certain charm and cheerfulness that warmed him.

      

      He leaned against the door of the stall opposite the mare’s, a small smile gracing his lips as he watched the interaction. The exchange was so genuine, so heartwarming, it made him realize just how much his wife intrigued and fascinated him.

      

      William also took a moment to admire her person. Her dress was a simple pale green muslin, but she wore it wonderfully well with her dark hair put up in an intricate coiffure. He was yet to formally introduce her to Society as his Duchess, and a sense of anticipation kicked within him at the prospect of showing her off.

      

      “And while we’re on the topic, I definitely think you need more than one brushing a day.”

      

      Her words broke his reverie, and with a chuckle, he decided to make his presence known.

      

      “Why, at this rate, you will soon have her demanding a bedchamber and a lady’s maid.”

      

      Caroline turned sharply, startled by his sudden appearance. The surprise in her eyes mirrored his own fascination, and he was struck by how lovely she was. Why had he not seen this before their nuptials or during the first days of their marriage?

      

      You never allowed yourself to, William.

      

      “Why, if that is what she wants, then that is what she shall most certainly get,” Caroline said, a note of playful defiance in her voice. She seemed to be one to stand up for the creatures she cared for.

      

      William chuckled, unable to resist the opportunity to prod further. “I’m not sure Ashes would appreciate that,” he murmured.

      

      Caroline was quick to leap to the cat’s defense. “Ashes is a good boy. He would understand. Sure, he lacks manners, but there are some good things about him.”

      

      William laughed heartily at that, the sound echoing around the stable. “Only when he understands that I am the Duke and that he’s living in my manor will he learn to share anything.”

      

      Caroline’s reply was swift and touched with laughter. “That sounds like never, then.”

      

      Even the mare seemed to join their banter, letting out another snort in perfect timing.

      

      Caroline’s attention returned to the mare, stroking her ears gently. “Fret not, we’ll just make separate arrangements for you, dear,” she said to the mare. Then, turning to William, she proposed, “How about we take her out for a bit of air?” Her eyes scanned the stables, searching for something.

      

      Caught by surprise, William watched as she lifted a saddle from its place. A frown tugged at his brows as he moved to stop her. “What are you doing?”

      

      “Why, saddling her, of course.”

      

      He glanced about to make sure they were not being watched before word of the Duchess of Weston doing labor filled the countryside.

      

      “Why would you want to do that? You are a duchess.” He tried to take the saddle from her. “Caroline, let a stable hand saddle her for you,” he suggested gently. “I am sure you would not want to ruin your fine dress.”

      

      She looked down at the pale green garment. “I shall be careful.” She glanced up and flashed him a confident smile, dismissing his concern with a wave of her other hand. “I can do it. Besides, there’s something about the experience of tending to an animal. I cannot achieve that connection by having a groomsman saddle her for me.” She pulled the saddle from his grasp, which had gone limp from surprise.

      

      William was left standing there, struck by her insistence and independence. His surprise morphed into admiration as he watched her expertly handle the mare, preparing her for their ride. The sight of his wife, so capable and passionate, sparked a newfound respect for her within him. He moved closer as if to cover her from view should one of the servants venture in.

      

      “Where did you learn to do all that?” he asked, unable to hide his admiration.

      

      Her skills were not merely confined to music, painting, and needlework, it seemed. William frowned, realizing he had never seen her doing ladylike things.

      

      Caroline sent him a sideways glance, her mouth curling in a satisfied smirk. “You sound impressed,” she observed.

      

      Seizing the opportunity for a playful jibe, he said, “I got you an impressive horse, I agree.”

      

      Her laughter rang through the stables, a light and happy sound that tugged at something in his chest.

      

      “Your pride knows no bounds, does it, William?” she asked, shaking her head at his cheeky remark.

      

      He merely responded with an insouciant shrug, the grin on his face unrepentant.

      

      Turning from her, he reached for another saddle, deciding to join her on this impromptu excursion. He desired her company and not only for the ride.

      

      When she noticed him saddling the horse in the opposite stall, she asked, “What are you doing?”

      

      “Following you,” he replied simply. His words were met with her teasing smile.

      

      “Try not to get too far behind, then,” she teased, and he laughed.

      

      William helped her mount her horse before getting on his. As they rode, he marveled at her skills. Not only was she very gentle, but she was graceful, and her posture was straight. Why was he taking note of everything she did now?

      

      She led them into the woods that quickly grew familiar, and when a lake appeared in the distance, his heart skipped a beat. This was a place he usually avoided due to the memories it stirred within him. He slowed his horse.

      

      Caroline, with her quick senses, stopped. “Is something wrong?”

      

      “I…” William shook his head and forced a smile. “I slowed to admire the scenery.” He realized that he was willing to tread these forgotten paths.

      

      The lake had been his mother’s second favorite place on the property, the first being the music room. Its waters mirrored his reflection, a tangible reminder of her love for nature and tranquility. He wanted to tell his wife this, but it would only open doors to a hundred questions he could not answer.

      

      They reached a lone oak tree by the lake, its branches providing a generous shade. The moment Caroline dismounted, she was drawn to the tree.

      

      “Such beautiful shade it provides,” she observed, her eyes scanning the surrounding scenery.

      

      Her attention, however, was soon captured by something on the tree. Her brows furrowed as she squinted at some familiar markings etched into the bark.

      

      “What are these?” she asked, her fingers brushing over the etched markings on the tree’s rough bark.

      

      A gentle wave of nostalgia washed over William, pulling the corners of his mouth into a warm smile.

      

      “That right there is a record of my height through the years,” he explained, his eyes softening at the fond memories. “My mother used to carve those notches each time I grew taller,” he added, his voice carrying a note of reverence for the woman who had loved him unconditionally.

      

      The childhood memories of his time spent by the lake with his mother were revived, a warm glow spreading through him.

      

      “You must have loved coming here,” Caroline observed.

      

      “I did,” he admitted, watching her gloved fingers trace the marks. “We picnicked here on every sunny afternoon we could, and my mother loved to bring cakes, strawberries, and clotted cream.”

      

      William’s chest tightened. He disliked strawberries and clotted cream now.

      

      Caroline touched his arm, and he looked down at her. “Should we have a picnic here, then?” she asked.

      

      “No.” The word came out harsher than he had intended, and he grasped her hand as she was pulling it away. “Forgive me.” He raised it to his lips and placed a kiss on her gloved knuckles.

      

      “I understand that this is a painful memory for you, William,” she said softly. “I want to know her and perhaps learn how to be a proper duchess from her memory.”

      

      He managed a small smile. “She would not have disapproved of you saddling a horse, but she might advise you not to let the servants see.”

      

      Her cheeks colored. “Oh. I did not think of the opinion others would have of me if they saw. Forgive—”

      

      William shook his head. “You should not apologize to me.”

      

      He saw a patch of grass under the tree and moved to sit, pulling her with him.

      

      “William…” Caroline bit her lip, hesitant to say what was on her mind.

      

      “What is it?” he prodded gently.

      

      “How did your mother…”

      

      “Pass away?” he finished for her, and she nodded. “A fever took her. It came suddenly, and after two days, she was no more.”

      

      A wave of empathy crossed her features. “My condolences, William.”

      

      Her words were gentle and sincere, but he waved them off, a faint smile of appreciation gracing his lips. Their shoulders were touching underneath the leafy canopy of the tree, and he felt that sense of Caroline belonging with him that had earlier crossed his mind. Again, he dismissed it and moved the subject away from his mother.

      

      The time spent by the lake turned out to be far more enjoyable than he’d anticipated. The pain that usually accompanied memories of this place seemed to fade in her presence. He realized that he was able to tolerate the place—a realization that surprised him.

      

      Caroline is, indeed, a good distraction… She is always a distraction.

      

      But then, another thought sprouted in his mind, arguing that she was more than a mere diversion. His heart seemed to concur, presenting him with a new puzzle to decipher.

      

      As they prepared to leave, Caroline accidentally smeared mud on her hands. He watched as she prepared to wipe it on her skirts. Before she could proceed, he reached out, his hand capturing hers in a firm hold, halting her actions.

      

      “No, don’t,” he interjected quickly, pulling out a clean handkerchief from his waistcoat pocket.

      

      As he started to wipe the mud off her fingers, he couldn’t help but notice the blush that crept up her neck and her cheeks, delighting him more than he thought it would.

      

      Her eyes widened in surprise at the unexpected contact, her breath hitching ever so slightly. He offered her a reassuring smile, his fingers still lingering on hers a moment longer than necessary.

      

      When they finally made their way back to the manor, they found Selina, accompanied by her governess, strolling leisurely along the fields. Upon seeing them, Selina immediately exclaimed her disappointment at missing out on the fun.

      

      “I wanted to ride too!” she complained, her eyebrows knitted together.

      

      Caroline turned to her with an apologetic smile. “We shall have our own outing next time, Selina,” she assured her, her voice full of promise. As she spoke, she handed over the reins of her mare to a waiting groomsman.

      

      As the evening wound down after a hearty dinner, Selina ambled into one of the salons where William was immersed in some last-minute paperwork.

      

      “Up past your bedtime, aren’t you?” he asked, surprise coloring his voice as he glanced up from his work to find her there.

      

      “I’ve brought you some biscuits from the kitchen,” she announced, and it was only then that he noticed the plate she was carrying.

      

      “Thank you,” William replied with a genuine smile, gratefully accepting the plate as Selina claimed the empty seat beside him at the bar.

      

      He reached out to take one of the biscuits, but as he did, a pang of skepticism washed over him. He looked from the biscuit to the young girl, his eyes narrowing ever so slightly in suspicion.

      

      “Why do I get the feeling there’s a hidden motive behind these biscuits, Selina?” He posed the question with a quirked brow. “Such a surprise kindness and at this unusual hour. It cannot be entirely selfless, surely?”

      

      She laughed at his teasing words. “Why, if anyone else were to hear you, they might get the wrong impression about me!”

      

      “Not the wrong impression,” he countered, joining in her laughter, “but they might certainly share my suspicion.”

      

      “Consider it a gesture of gratitude,” she finally said, her laughter subsiding into a sincere smile.

      

      He looked at her in surprise. “Gratitude? For what?”

      

      “For picking the perfect bride,” she said, catching him off guard with her unexpected words.

      

      “Oh,” was all he managed, staring down at the biscuit, now suspended in mid-air, halfway to his mouth. Something fluttered within him then.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 12

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      “Don’t look so shocked. I know you care for her,” Selina continued, a contented smile playing on her lips. She proceeded to gush about Caroline, showering her with praise, and her voice was filled with nothing but admiration and affection.

      

      Selina’s words continued to echo in William’s mind, causing his thoughts to spiral in a direction he didn’t quite care to explore.

      

      “I couldn’t have chosen a better bride for you myself,” she had said, her posture oddly reminiscent of his mother in her assertion.

      

      “Selina, dear,” he attempted to divert the conversation, keen to steer clear of such emotional territory. “Did Caroline mention to you the races we’re planning to host?” he questioned, successfully changing the subject.

      

      The girl’s eyes sparkled anew with excitement, and she vowed to ask Caroline about it first thing in the morning. “I will offer my help in the preparations,” she assured before bidding him goodnight.

      

      After Selina’s departure, however, her words lingered, setting off a volley of questions in his mind. Was Caroline, indeed, the perfect bride for him? Not that he had any complaints, but he was wary of viewing her through rose-tinted glasses. There were lines he was hesitant to cross, boundaries that seemed prudent to maintain for both their sakes.

      

      Deciding to call it a night, he closed his books and began to head toward his bedchamber. As he neared the conservatory, though, he was halted by an unusual sound—sniffles. He walked toward the source of the noise and found Miss Stuart, Selina’s governess, alone.

      

      “Pardon my intrusion,” he said, surprise in his voice as he took in the sight of her tear-stained face.

      

      With an obvious start, Miss Stuart hastily wiped her eyes with her hands, clearly trying to hide her emotional state from him.

      

      “Are you all right?” he asked gently, his concern showing despite himself.

      

      “I think I must have gotten some dust in my eyes.” She offered an excuse that neither of them believed.

      

      Instead of pressing further, he offered her a simple goodnight, turning to leave, but before he could completely exit, he paused and produced a handkerchief from his pocket. “Here,” he said, offering it to her. “If you’re going to dab your eyes, it is better to do so properly.”

      

      She hesitated for a brief moment before accepting it with a soft “Thank you.”

      

      After spending the morning tending to the garden, Caroline retreated to her bedchamber with the hope of taking a warm, soothing bath before dinner. However, what she walked into was far from the peaceful, welcoming scene she had anticipated.

      

      Her private sanctuary was in chaos. The typically pristine room was now in disarray, with her clothing scattered haphazardly across the furniture, the floor, everywhere. In the center of the disaster stood her lady’s maid, Millie, a look of clear distress on her face as she surveyed the destruction.

      

      “Oh, no, no, no, not the green one too!” Millie muttered, holding up a once beautiful gown, her voice laced with despair.

      

      Shocked at the sight, Caroline asked, “What is going on?” Her gaze darted from one ruined dress to the next as she tried to make sense of the scene before her.

      

      “Your Grace!” Millie spun around, her face flushing at the sight of Caroline. “Oh, forgive me, but I might have left the door ajar, and Ashes must have found his way in. He’s made a right mess of things, he has,” she confessed, the glimmer of unshed tears visible in her young eyes.

      

      Still puzzled, Caroline bent to pick up a gown lying near her feet. She couldn’t quite believe the sight of a horrendous tear on the delicate bodice. Moving to the next, and then another, she discovered similar tears on each of them. The sheer extent of the damage left her speechless.

      

      Throughout this silent inspection, Millie was in a state of incessant apologizing, blaming the mischievous feline for the unfortunate disaster that had befallen Caroline’s wardrobe. The otherwise cheerful maid seemed on the verge of tears, the impact of the situation clearly weighing heavily on her.

      

      “Oh, there he is, the naughty creature,” Millie accused, pointing a shaking finger toward the dressing room. From there, Ashes, the feline in question, sauntered out, yawning and stretching lazily, seeming blissfully unaware of the chaos he had supposedly caused.

      

      Caroline’s gaze fell on the languid cat, and she found herself questioning his ability to inflict such extensive damage. Most of her clothes were torn and not merely scratched, but ripped in a way that seemed beyond the destructive power of a feline’s claws. However, no other explanation presented itself, leaving her no choice but to accept Ashes as the culprit.

      

      Ashes, unperturbed by the accusations, gave Millie a disdainful scowl before sauntering out, his tail held high in dismissal. As Millie closed the door behind him, there came a tentative knock.

      

      Joanna peeked in, a look of surprise coloring her face when she took in the state of the room. “I was looking for Selina, but what in the world?” she started, stepping into the room to get a better look at the disaster.

      

      Caroline took the time to explain the unfortunate event, citing Ashes’ inclination for scratching as the possible cause. Joanna, taken aback, immediately said, “Oh, I must help you mend the clothes that can be salvaged, Your Grace.”

      

      “Oh, no need. It should be a day or two’s work, but I can do it,” Millie declined, her voice quivering with guilt, but Joanna, with the patient kindness that made her an excellent governess, insisted on helping.

      

      Just as they were getting to work, Selina appeared in the doorway. The girl gasped at the sight of the ruined dresses, her eyes welling up with regret as she took in the scene. The once beautiful fabrics now tattered were too much for her sensibilities, and she burst into tears.

      

      “I deeply apologize.” Her voice trembled. “I don’t know what came over Ashes. He’s usually not this destructive. Especially with people he is fond of,” she attempted to explain.

      

      Caroline reassured her, patting her shoulder gently. “Animals can be unpredictable, Selina,” she said, a calming smile on her face. “It’s not your fault.”

      

      As she reassured the girl, a thought sparked in her mind—an idea that promised to lift their drooping spirits.

      

      “Why not use this as an opportunity?” Caroline suggested, her eyes twinkling. “I’ll send for the Modiste. The races are fast approaching, and this seems like the perfect excuse to do a bit of shopping.”

      

      “That is a good idea.” Selina sniffled.

      

      The following afternoon saw the arrival of the Modiste, Madame Roux, with a profusion of boxes that made Selina’s eyes light up. She confessed, rather shyly, that it had been a while since she’d had new dresses. At her admission, Caroline found herself pleased at having suggested the new clothes.

      

      “Oh, I never thought I’d return to this house for another Duchess,” Madame Roux said, her hands rifling through the catalogs she’d brought with her.

      

      “I beg your pardon?” Caroline said, a puzzled look crossing her face.

      

      “I’d worked with the late Duchess, you see,” Madame Roux explained, sighing almost nostalgically. “Such a delightful soul she was. I never thought the current Duke would take a wife, to be honest.”

      

      At the Modiste’s words, Caroline’s thoughts turned inward. She was right. Had it not been for the scandal that had forced his hand, the Duke would never have considered marriage. She found herself a wife, not out of love or choice but as a consequence of circumstance. A piece in a larger game where his good image was the prize.

      

      Caroline blinked away the remnants of her uninvited thoughts, her gaze firmly settling on the myriad of designs spread across the table. Her fingers lightly traced the embroidered swatches of fabric, her mind lost in the rich textures.

      

      “I think she loved blue,” came Selina’s voice, breaking the quietness of the room.

      

      “What?” Caroline turned, a curious frown touching her face.

      

      “The late Duchess. She loved blue, I remember,” Selina explained, her fingers idly tracing a pattern on the armrest of her chair.

      

      “Quite right, dear. She especially favored midnight blue. Said it reminded her of the lake at night,” Madame Roux added, a fond smile tugging at the corners of her mouth. “She had quite an eye for color.”

      

      Caroline was drawn into the conversation. She thought of the Duke’s reminiscences by the lake, his affection for his mother evident in every word he’d uttered. An idea began to take root in her mind. What if she chose a blue dress? Not just any blue, but the very shade that his mother had loved? A shade that spoke of the lake under the moonlight and evoked fond memories. He should love it.

      

      “Madame Roux,” she said, her voice more confident than before, “could you help me find something in midnight blue?”

      

      A glance toward Selina revealed an approving smile. Perhaps, just perhaps, this might bring her closer to understanding the man her husband was and, in doing so, create new memories to overlay the old.

      

      “Of course, I would be delighted to assist,” Madame Roux declared with a sweeping gesture toward a case of fabric swatches. As she opened it, a collection of blues unfurled before them, each more enticing than the last.

      

      Caroline watched as Joanna quietly debated between various swatches. “Joanna, why don’t you select something for yourself as well?” she suggested. At the governess’s hesitant shake of the head, she pressed further. “Consider it a gift for your help in preparing for the races.”

      

      “I must insist,” chimed in Madame Roux, casting an approving look at Caroline’s gesture. This encouragement was, of course, not without mercenary intent on her part. “Governess or not, a beautiful young lady like you could always do with new dresses.” She paused for a moment before adding with a touch of pride, “And I am not praising myself, but you will not find better quality and art elsewhere.”

      

      Caroline and Joanna caught each other’s eye at the Modiste’s unabashed self-praise. Sharing a discreet smile, they turned their attention back to the task at hand.

      

      In the midst of their laughter and decision making, Selina declared herself thirsty. After tea was promptly brought in, Selina, in her typical impulsive nature, managed to tip over her cup, splashing the liquid on her dress.

      

      With swift efficiency, Joanna whisked out a handkerchief and dabbed at the stain. As Caroline watched her, she felt a niggling sense of familiarity at the sight of the handkerchief, but she could not quite place it, with Joanna’s hand covering most of it.

      

      Following the Modiste’s departure, Caroline was sought out by Mrs. Pepton to discuss the upcoming races’ opening ball. As she made her way through the stack of invitations, her mind kept wandering back to the day’s events.

      

      Pausing her task, she asked, “How often is the music room cleaned, Mrs. Pepton?” Setting down her quill, she awaited her answer, her mind still preoccupied with the enigma of the familiar handkerchief.

      

      Caroline knew her question was rather random, and yet she felt an inexplicable pull toward the mystery that surrounded the old music room. It was as though a secret was hidden within its timeworn walls, one that seemed to be deeply intertwined with William’s behavior.

      

      “I beg your pardon?” Mrs. Pepton looked taken aback, her eyebrows rising in surprise and perhaps a hint of concern.

      

      “I’m inquiring about the old music room,” Caroline reiterated patiently. “When is it next due for cleaning?”

      

      Mrs. Pepton’s face reflected a mix of surprise and disquiet as she replied, “Oh, but it shan’t be cleaned again. We usually tend to it every three months, and it was due for cleaning tomorrow, but His Grace has recently ordered us to stop all activity in the room and to return the keys to him.”

      

      Caroline’s breath hitched a little at the housekeeper’s words. There was a story lurking in the shadows, a secret William was evidently determined to keep.

      

      “When did the late Duchess pass away?” she asked, her voice steady despite the sudden nervous flutter in her chest.

      

      “Eight years ago,” came the quiet response.

      

      Eight years…

      

      Caroline quickly did the math in her head before curiosity made her voice the next question. “Was Selina here when the late Duchess was still alive?”

      

      Mrs. Pepton hesitated, her gaze momentarily darting away before she admitted, “The late Duke took in the young Miss as his ward when she was a babe.”

      

      The look in the housekeeper’s eyes suggested there was more to the story, a deeper connection between Selina and the family, perhaps, but Caroline knew better than to pry.

      

      Feeling a sudden sense of resolve, Caroline acknowledged that there was a vast gap in her knowledge about Selina. Every time she’d tried to discuss Selina’s past or her origins, she’d found the girl skillful at deflecting the conversation.

      

      And as for William, well, he was an impenetrable fortress where such matters were concerned. But she knew that if the late Duchess had, indeed, passed eight years ago, Selina would have been of an age to form memories, ones that Caroline was suddenly eager to hear about.

      

      Perhaps she could gently coax Selina into sharing more about the late Duchess. If Selina was willing, she might even reveal more about her own history. There were secrets buried within the Weston household, Caroline was certain of it now, and she was determined to unearth them. Perhaps in doing so, she could help her husband reconcile with whatever was haunting him.

      

      She told herself that her happiness hinged on his. She rationalized her quest as one that would ultimately benefit her, but she knew, in the quiet recesses of her heart, that her motives extended beyond mere self-interest.

      

      There was a budding tenderness for William. It was an affection that was beginning to take on a dangerous intensity, and she found herself genuinely hoping for his happiness.

      

      After her meeting with the housekeeper, Caroline went in search of Selina, her mind churning with questions and apprehensions. When she failed to find the girl, she decided to seek out Joanna. Perhaps the governess was with Selina or at least she might know of her whereabouts.

      

      With a soft knock on the partially open door, Caroline peered into Joanna’s room, only to find it vacant. Just as she was about to turn on her heel and exit, something on the escritoire caught her eye. It was a piece of fabric, neatly folded and set aside.

      

      With a gasp, she realized it was the very handkerchief Joanna had produced to mop up Selina’s spilled tea. But the fabric wasn’t merely familiar due to the afternoon’s events, it was identical to the one William had given her by the lake, the one he’d used to wipe away the mud from her hands.

      

      Caroline moved closer, picked up the handkerchief, and confirmed her suspicion as she spotted his initials embroidered delicately in the corner. It couldn’t be a mere coincidence. If this wasn’t the same handkerchief, it was unquestionably one of his.

      

      A cold chill spread through her as she considered why Joanna would have one of William’s personal belongings. Had he given it to her? When? And, more importantly, why? A treacherous thought took root in her mind, but she tried to squash it down as swiftly as it had sprung up.

      

      William had made no secret of his desire for their marriage to be anything but conventional. Could it be that his affections were invested elsewhere? Selina, with her maturing years, had no need for a governess, and yet William had insisted on Joanna’s continued presence in their home.

      

      She tried to believe that his decision was grounded in benevolence, a consideration for Selina’s need for companionship. However, Caroline couldn’t deny the pang of bitterness that flooded her, and the taste of doubt that now lingered on her tongue.
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      Anticipation bubbled in Caroline as she prepared for her family’s arrival, delighted at the prospect of sharing her new life and home with them for the duration of the races. As soon as she heard hoofbeats from the open drawing room window, she shot to her feet and ran out into the hall and subsequently out the door. When the carriage stopped, Frederick climbed down, and she ran into his arms.

      

      “How glad I am to see you, Brother!”

      

      He held her tightly. “So, am I, dear sister.”

      

      Next, she hugged her mother after her father had helped her alight the carriage, then pulled her father into the embrace. The morning had been difficult for Caroline after finding that handkerchief in Joanna’s chambers, but everything was momentarily better with her family present.

      

      Selina was grinning in the front hall when they walked in, and she curtsied. “Welcome to Weston Manor,” she greeted.

      

      Lady Caroway gently returned her smile. “It is a delight to see you again, Miss Fitzgerald.”

      

      William appeared just then, and her father’s face grew brighter.

      

      “Your Grace!” Lord Caroway bowed.

      

      While Frederick bowed, too, he was more reserved in his approach.

      

      “I am glad to see our dear Caroline happy here,” Hannah said after greeting William.

      

      He smiled and briefly held Caroline’s gaze. “I am doing my best, Lady Caroway.”

      

      That doubt Caroline had been carrying since the day before returned, and she looked away. She hated this dark suspicion in her heart, yet she did not know how to handle it or what questions to ask.

      

      Dinner was an affair full of cheerful spirits and convivial chatter, largely owing to her father’s jovial disposition. As the evening wound down and they retreated for port, Selina took her place at the pianoforte, her nimble fingers gliding over the keys as she serenaded the room with an elegant melody.

      

      Caroline noticed her mother’s gaze was transfixed on the girl playing. There was a spark of admiration in her eyes as Selina masterfully played.

      

      “Such talent in one so young… it warms my heart to see it being nurtured,” Hannah praised, clapping heartily once Selina finished her piece.

      

      “You’re too kind, My Lady,” Selina replied, her cheeks blooming with modesty.

      

      “You do seem quite familiar, Selina,” Hannah noted, her brows furrowed slightly as she scrutinized the girl. Her appraisal was unabashed, her gaze unblinking.

      

      Selina chuckled, a small flutter of nervousness flickering in her eyes. “Why, I should hate to think I have a common face.”

      

      Caroline’s father erupted into laughter, slapping his knee. “I love your spirit, child.” His mirth was infectious, and the room filled with the echo of shared amusement. But he quickly turned his attention to his wife. “Never mind my Lady Caroway. She has quite an atrocious eye with people,” he teased, sparking another round of hearty laughter.

      

      But Hannah was undeterred. “Jests aside, darling, I truly think she reminds me of someone,” she maintained, her brows furrowing further.

      

      Caroline couldn’t help but be reminded of her mother’s tenacity. A sense of warmth enveloped her as she observed her family interacting in the comfort of her new home. It was an intimate moment that made her realize just how much she had missed them, the genuine laughter and shared fondness that had always been the highlight of their bond. It put a smile on her lips, one that was born out of deep affection and familial love.

      

      Her eyes locked with Selina’s across the room, and she instantly registered the apprehension lurking in the depths of the girl’s gaze. Caroline was about to inquire if something was amiss when her mother’s ongoing musing interrupted her thoughts.

      

      “Such young but dignified features…” Hannah’s voice echoed in the quiet room, her eyes still fixed on Selina. “They unmistakably resemble the—”

      

      Before Hannah could finish her sentence, William’s voice boomed through the room, the unexpected increase in tone causing a few startled glances.

      

      “Fancy some wagers on the races, Lord Caroway?” His tone was jovial, but his eyes held a sense of urgency.

      

      Caroline noted with a slight pang of surprise that her husband, who had been a silent spectator until now, had interjected just in time to prevent her mother’s statement.

      

      In the ensuing silence, a soft sigh slipped through Selina’s lips, only noticeable to those paying careful attention. Caroline, keenly observing the girl’s reactions, couldn’t help but acknowledge the underlying tension in the room.

      

      The exchange left Caroline with a feeling of unease; her husband’s abrupt intervention and Selina’s visible relief meant something. She felt an unspoken mystery hanging in the room, almost palpable in the silence that followed.

      

      Hannah, too, seemed to have been caught off guard by the interruption, but her surprise was soon overshadowed by her husband’s enthusiastic response to William’s invitation. But her brother, ever the voice of reason amidst their father’s excitement, promptly put the prospect of wagers to rest, subtly hinting at their delicate financial situation, which was not entirely a secret in Society.

      

      Caroline saw her father’s shoulders sag a little at Frederick’s words, but his disappointment was soon eased by Hannah’s soothing words. “Oh, do not worry, my dear. I’m sure you will have the chance to make wagers in the future.

      

      The following day, just as Caroline was navigating the seemingly endless world of ledgers, she was visited by her mother.

      

      “Do you have a moment, Caroline?” Hannah’s voice was heavy, stripped of the usual warmth and joy that characterized her.

      

      This pulled Caroline out of her work, and she looked up from the heap of papers before her, noticing the lines of worry etched into Hannah’s face. This wasn’t the cheery, vibrant woman who’d sat at the breakfast table just a while ago.

      

      “Is everything all right, Mama?” Caroline asked, setting the ledgers aside to give her full attention to her mother.

      

      Hannah took a seat opposite Caroline, a grimace of uncertainty adorning her features. “It depends,” she started, sending a pang of concern through Caroline.

      

      The worry lines in Caroline’s forehead deepened upon hearing her mother’s cryptic response. The ambiguity was uncharacteristic of her mother, who was usually direct and clear about her thoughts.

      

      “I heard the most disturbing rumor from Miss Brooke, my lady’s maid,” Hannah finally began, her words hanging in the room like a dark cloud, ushering in a wave of apprehension.

      

      The growing sense of unease that had begun to settle in the pit of Caroline’s stomach intensified as her mother hesitated, her eyes skirting around the room before meeting Caroline’s expectantly.

      

      “Which is?” Caroline prompted, her patience waning at the prolonged suspense. She was aware of a gnawing sensation of dread, a foreboding whisper that whatever was to follow would bring nothing but trouble.

      

      “She told me that she heard the servants discussing how your marriage to His Grace is still hanging because it is yet to be consummated. Is that so?” Hannah’s words came in a rush, her voice barely above a whisper.

      

      Caroline was taken aback. Her breath hitched in her throat as the weight of her mother’s words sunk in. She found herself reeling from the revelation. So, the manor’s walls were not as thick as she’d thought, and her privacy was nothing more than an illusion. Was her strained relationship with William a source of entertainment for the staff?

      

      “Please tell me it’s the baseless rumor I think it to be, Caroline,” Hannah pleaded, her voice fraught with concern. Caroline could see the alarm etched on her mother’s face.

      

      Taking a deep breath, she met her mother’s gaze. “It is not, Mama,” she confessed, a bitterness edging her voice. “We all knew that this marriage was never a conventional one from the start,” she added hastily, trying to brush off the situation as something not out of the ordinary.

      

      Hannah seemed to be in no mood for dismissals. “Countless marriages have resulted from scandals, Caroline. Even worse than yours. This is not an excuse,” she scolded, the sharp edge in her voice unmistakable.

      

      Her mother’s words stung, but it was her next question that caused Caroline’s heart to pound. “Is he refusing to share your bed?”

      

      Caroline fell silent, her gaze dropping to her folded hands. The question hung heavy in the air between them as her mother waited for an answer.

      

      When she didn’t respond, her mother let out an impatient snort. “Why, he isn’t keeping his end of the agreement, in that case.”

      

      Caroline’s marriage was reduced to a mere agreement, a bargain. The bitterness swelled within her, the sting in her mother’s words burning a hole in her heart. Her mother, the one person she’d hoped to find solace in, had just rendered her marriage to a transaction. It felt as if the ground had been cut from beneath her feet.

      

      A ripple of indignation went through Caroline. The accusation, however unintentional it might be, struck a cord. William had helped her family in their time of need, and despite the complexities of their relationship, she couldn’t dismiss his actions.

      

      “He’s saved our good family name, Mother. I think he has done the honorable thing,” she found herself saying. She could hear the silent reproach echoing in her mind, but she chose to ignore it.

      

      “The honorable thing would be for him to make you his woman as he’d vowed before God and man, Caroline. And from what I’ve gathered since my arrival here, he is yet to do that. If ever he intends to,” Hannah countered, her tone sharp, her eyes flashing with disappointment.

      

      Caroline winced, each word cutting deep. But what pained her most was the undeniable truth in them. William hadn’t honored their vows in the full sense, and it was an unspoken reality they were both living with.

      

      “I didn’t realize it was so obvious that the servants had caught on too,” Caroline muttered, her voice barely above a whisper. She was trying her best to hold back the floodgates of hurt and humiliation, but it was a losing battle.

      

      “Oh, dear,” Hannah sighed, reaching out to wrap her arms around Caroline.

      

      The warmth of the gesture did little to comfort Caroline, but she was grateful for the understanding it held.

      

      “I am sorry, Caroline. This isn’t your fault.” Her mother’s apology echoed in her ears, but it did nothing to ease the gnawing guilt and confusion.

      

      “I don’t know what to do, Mama,” Caroline admitted, her voice weak. It was a confession, an admission of her helplessness that she hadn’t dared to voice until now.

      

      “Have you spoken to him about it?” Hannah queried, her gaze searching Caroline’s face.

      

      Caroline shook her head, her lips pursed to hold back the wave of hurt. How could she tell her mother that William had made his intentions clear from the beginning? That their marriage was nothing more than a sham? A ruse to save their family name?

      

      “The opportunity never presented itself,” she lied, avoiding her mother’s piercing gaze. The lie left a sour taste in her mouth.

      

      “Sounds to me like he’s avoiding it,” her mother observed, her tone riddled with disapproval.

      

      “Mama,” Caroline started, hesitating as a thought she’d been pushing back suddenly surged forward, demanding attention. The question had been burning at the back of her mind, yet she felt a knot tighten in her stomach as she voiced her doubts aloud. “Do men act this way if perhaps they have their affections engaged elsewhere?”

      

      The words hung in the air, heavy and uncomfortable, reminding her of the delicate handkerchief she’d found in Joanna’s room.

      

      “Do you think he has another woman in his life, Caroline, dear?” Her mother looked at her, the worry etched into the lines on her face.

      

      The question reverberated in the silence of the room, amplifying Caroline’s fears, and creating a hard lump in her throat that refused to dissipate.

      

      “I don’t know,” was all Caroline could muster, her words barely above a whisper.

      

      Her mother was quiet for a moment, a thoughtful expression pulling at the corners of her eyes, and then she finally broke the silence. “Whatever the case, Caroline, if there’s anything my years of marriage have taught me is that communication and honesty are the foundation for every relationship. Talk to your husband. Emphasize honesty. I believe you will come to an understanding.”

      

      Caroline couldn’t help but smile at her mother’s encouraging words. A little spark of hope ignited in her chest, a beacon in the midst of her turmoil.

      

      “And if you don’t, well then… he’ll have to face this indignant mother’s ire,” her mother continued, a teasing note in her voice.

      

      A bubble of laughter burst between them, chasing away the shadows that had been lingering.

      

      “You have as much right over him, Caroline. Do not let him deny you what is rightfully yours,” Hannah added as she stood to leave.

      

      Caroline watched her go, her final words echoing in her mind.

      

      The rest of the day was spent in contemplation, her mother’s words replaying over and over again. She needed to know the truth, not just the whispers of gossip that filtered through the household. Finally, unable to stand not knowing any longer, Caroline decided to confront Millie about the rumors that were swirling around.

      

      As her lady’s maid was busying herself with preparing her for dinner, she finally found the courage to ask her.

      

      “I apologize, Your Grace. I should have reported the rumors to you straight away,” Millie said, remorse clear in her voice. “I just thought that you had enough on your mind, and I didn’t wish to add to your burdens with such trivialities.”

      

      The lady’s maid’s concern touched Caroline. Millie had been with her for years, and the girl’s care for her was sincere. Yet, these rumors were not trivial matters, as much as she wished they were.

      

      “They are hardly trivialities if they’ve started rumors already,” Caroline retorted, her voice lacking its usual warmth.

      

      The words seemed to echo through the room, and Millie looked crestfallen, her eyes darting away to avoid Caroline’s gaze. “I’m sorry, Your Grace,” she mumbled, her voice just above a whisper.

      

      “It isn’t your fault, Millie,” Caroline said, her voice softening.

      

      It was not Millie’s fault nor was it the servants’. The blame lay solely at William’s feet.

      

      “Mrs. Pepton tried to discourage the servants’ idle speculations about their master’s marriage,” Millies said with a warm smile. “She is quite fond of you, Your Grace.”

      

      Despite the gloomy situation, this news brought a glimmer of comfort to Caroline. Mrs. Pepton’s action was like a comforting hand on her shoulder, a silent acknowledgment that she was not alone.

      

      Tears of gratitude welled in her eyes. The support she found in unexpected quarters brought forth a wave of emotion. It was comforting to know she wasn’t alone, even when it felt like it. Her husband might have deserted her in their marriage, but her household had not. A sense of gratitude toward Mrs. Pepton filled her heart.

      

      Caroline nodded to Millie, her heart brimming with gratitude toward the people who cared for her and looked out for her in the absence of her husband’s affections. She made a mental note to extend her thanks to the housekeeper as well. There was solace in the knowledge that she was surrounded by well-wishers, and she would lean on them in the days to come.
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      William sat in his study the following morning, mulling over his mother-in-law’s words the night before. It was without a doubt that Selina had unmistakable features that were similar to his, and Lady Caroway must have noticed.

      

      He’d diverted her attention, but for how long, he wondered. How long before everything was unearthed? How long before Caroline judged him for his past?

      

      William cared about what his wife thought of him, he realized.

      

      Another knock on the heavy oak door of his study disrupted his musings. His butler made an appearance with news that immediately lifted his spirits.

      

      “Lord Favreau has arrived, Your Grace. He’s here for the races.”

      

      Gustav was a lifelong friend, and their shared love for horse racing had strengthened their bond over the years. He was a welcome distraction from William’s troubles.

      

      “I wouldn’t miss winning half your fortune from you, man,” Gustav declared as he entered, a playful grin on his face. He clapped William on the shoulder in a friendly gesture.

      

      “Well, I won’t be betting half my fortune, in that case,” William responded with a laugh. His gaze then shifted to a figure that had followed Gustav into the room.

      

      The gentleman bore a striking resemblance to Gustav, albeit a younger version.

      

      “Is that—” he began, the familiarity of the face dawning on him.

      

      “Antoine? Yes,” Gustav interjected with unmistakable pride in his voice.

      

      Antoine was Gustav’s younger brother. William had last seen him in France many years ago when he had been still a mischievous boy running around in short pants. It was surprising, yet pleasing, to see him grown up, a gentleman in his own right.

      

      “A pleasure meeting you again while I’m not running around in short pants making a fool of myself, Your Grace,” Antoine chimed in, his voice laced with amusement.

      

      “Oh, but we’ve all been there. We’ve all been fools, once,” William countered, his laughter echoing in the room as he clapped Antoine on the shoulder.

      

      “Some of us still are,” Gustav interjected, his eyes twinkling mischievously as they met William’s.

      

      “What is that supposed to mean?” William feigned indignation, causing an eruption of laughter among the men.

      

      Once their laughter subsided, Gustav enquired about Caroline, and William promptly sent for her. She arrived shortly, gracious and elegant as ever, her presence adding a refined charm to the male-dominated room. The races, it appeared, were off to a promising start.

      

      “Your Grace,” Gustav greeted with a bow, “how wonderful to see you again.”

      

      Antoine followed his example, flushing slightly.

      

      “The pleasure is mine, Lord Favreau,” Caroline replied softly, her eyes moving to Antoine, who stood a little straighter under her gaze.

      

      “Allow me to introduce my brother, Antoine Laval.” Gustav nudged his brother forward.

      

      “I am delighted to make your acquaintance, Your Grace.” Antoine bowed again.

      

      Caroline inclined her head in response. “So am I, Mr. Laval. Are you here for the races?”

      

      Antoine smiled. “My brother is. I fear that my talent lies in music and not horse rearing and racing.”

      

      “That is quite fair.” She chuckled.

      

      After a warm and animated conversation, the gentlemen excused themselves to inspect some of the horses, leaving William to wrap up some lingering business in his study. Caroline left, as well.

      

      He had barely made his way toward the stables when Lady Caroway intercepted him. Dressed in her elegant afternoon attire, she invited him to join her for tea in one of the opulent salons.

      

      “I realized I never got the opportunity to sit and properly converse with my son-in-law,” she remarked, offering him a cup of freshly brewed tea.

      

      With a cordial nod, William accepted the cup, taking a sip, not out of thirst but more out of courtesy. “I’m afraid a lot has been going on which has robbed us all of some opportunities,” he acknowledged, his gaze meeting hers.

      

      “Well, we have plenty of time now to make up for what we’ve lost, do we not?” Lady Caroway responded with an optimistic tilt of her head.

      

      He found himself agreeing, albeit a bit reluctantly.

      

      “It would be a shame for me to become a grandmother without fully knowing my son-in-law,” she ventured further, her eyes fixed intently on him as she sipped her tea. Her words held an undercurrent of meaning, making him shift uncomfortably in his seat.

      

      An odd sensation coursed through him, unsettling him slightly. Had Caroline confided in her mother about their marital issues?

      

      “Indeed,” William managed to utter, clearing his throat while his mind raced to keep up with the unexpected conversation.

      

      “But then again, children are said to bring the family together, so perhaps it wouldn’t be too much of an issue, after all,” Lady Caroway added nonchalantly, her casual words barely hiding the significant undertone.

      

      William found himself tangled in a conversation he wasn’t prepared for, his mind swirling with discomfort and apprehension.

      

      The weight of Lady Caroway’s emphasis on the word ‘children’ hung heavily in the air. William’s brow creased as he listened to her monologue on the paramount importance of progeny in a woman’s life, and in any household, for that matter.

      

      “… and of course, we mustn’t forget the issue of an heir and the continuity of the bloodline and title inheritance. Very important,” she highlighted, her tone firm with the insistence of her words.

      

      He managed to keep his composure intact, but inwardly he felt a twinge of unease at this conversation. It was a topic he’d successfully dodged, till now, but the appearance of it in this context made it all the more unnerving.

      

      As though he hadn’t endured enough of a challenging afternoon with a grandchild-desiring mother-in-law, there came another trial in the form of a knock on his study door. The last light of the day was fading, and it was almost time for dinner.

      

      The appearance of Frederick Beckett, his brother-in-law, at his doorway made him restrain a frustrated eye-roll. Frederick wore an expression that was foreboding enough to prepare him for an unappealing encounter.

      

      “I will get straight to my point, as I know we are both busy men,” Frederick started, his tone harboring an undertone of stiffness.

      

      The younger man had been wary of him since the start, William noted. It was possible Frederick harbored resentment, considering he might believe that William had compromised his sister. Yet, he had taken responsibility for the situation, hadn’t he? The complexities of human sentiments were beyond his comprehension, at times.

      

      “I appreciate your generosity and courtesy, but my father shan’t be placing any wagers in your races,” Frederick declared, his words hanging in the air, adding yet another note of tension to William’s already strained day.

      

      “I understand and respect your decision,” William responded, his tone remaining calm and even. “But I will also have you know that my wagers are nothing but fair and conducted with proper regulations,” he added, feeling it necessary to defend his pursuits. It was his livelihood, after all.

      

      “And I would appreciate it if you do not tempt him again like you did last night,” Frederick stated, completely disregarding William’s rebuttal. “I’m afraid he is a man with little restraint when it comes to such reckless endeavors,” he concluded, his eyes boring into William’s.

      

      A surge of indignation shot through William at Frederick’s choice of words. His races were now being referred to as reckless endeavors? He bit back a sharp retort and tried to maintain a placid demeanor.

      

      “I simply made the Earl an offer, not a temptation,” William pointed out, his voice gaining an edge of steel.

      

      “Father doesn’t know the difference,” Frederick retorted quickly, a tinge of bitterness seeping into his words.

      

      “A wager is only as reckless as the players. This is another difference we must endeavor to remember,” William pointed out in response, his patience starting to wear thin.

      

      Frederick looked decidedly displeased at this. His brow furrowed, and a muscle in his temple twitched in agitation. After a long pause, during which his gaze never left William’s, he finally spoke.

      

      “I am not pleased to announce that our finances aren’t as they were once. I was trying to salvage the situation and secure my sister’s future when you came in between.”

      

      So, that is the crux of his resentment. It all makes sense now.

      

      “You need not worry about your sister,” William assured Frederick, his voice steady and sincere. “She is my responsibility now.”

      

      “It doesn’t change the circumstances of the marriage,” Frederick shot back, his gaze hard.

      

      A wave of frustration surged through William at this. “I had no interest in marrying before the unfortunate events that led me to your sister,” he responded tersely. “And despite my innocence, I did the honorable thing. So, I would appreciate it if you refrained from judging unjustly,” he concluded, his tone final.

      

      The accusation seemed to take Frederick aback. His mouth tightened, and he looked as though he had a retort on the tip of his tongue. However, after a moment, he closed his mouth and made no further comments. His silence was a tacit acceptance of William’s words and, in some ways, a victory for William.
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      Finally, the evening of the grand opening ball had arrived. Their home was brimming with merriment and anticipation, welcoming both the elite of society and those from their local countryside. Laughter echoed through the hallways while lively music spilled out from the grand ballroom, setting the tone for what was to be a memorable night.

      

      Caroline was filled with nervous anticipation, hosting her first event as the Duchess. There was an expectant buzz in the air that had her stomach in knots. To help alleviate her apprehension, Millie, ever the dutiful lady’s maid, brought her some tea at her mother’s suggestion. The familiar, calming aroma of chamomile filled the room as Caroline took delicate sips, but to her dismay, it did little to quell her jitters.

      

      However, when the time came to dress for the event, her mood lifted. The sight of her gown, carefully chosen for the occasion, pushed her concerns to the side. The exquisite satin and lace creation shimmered under the candlelight, its deep blue hue a symbol of grace and elegance.

      

      “Oh, it’s magnificent, Your Grace,” Millie praised as she revealed the dress. Carefully, she helped Caroline step into it, adjusting the fit until it was perfect. “You look magnificent,” she added, a note of awe in her voice.

      

      Standing in front of the mirror, Caroline admired her reflection. The dress transformed her into a vision of confidence and grace. Yes, she was more than capable of doing this, she assured herself.

      

      Finally, ready for the evening, she descended the grand staircase, where her husband waited to escort her into the ballroom. The sight of him took her breath away, always so composed and regal. His smile when he saw her was genuine and warm, and it bolstered her spirits. But as soon as their eyes met, his smile faltered. His expression shifted, replaced by something Caroline couldn’t quite place.

      

      When she placed her arm in his, she felt a sudden tension in his posture. It was as though a shadow had passed over them, casting an uneasy feeling that she couldn’t dismiss.

      

      The evening was in full swing when William finally escorted her to the ballroom. As they slowly made their way, he leaned in and murmured, “An interesting choice of color.” His voice was a stark contrast to the jovial mood around them, sounding flat and devoid of the excitement she had anticipated.

      

      Caroline felt a wave of disappointment crash over her. Had she made a misstep in her choice of attire?

      

      As they graced the dance floor, his silence did little to assuage her fears. An uneasy knot formed in her stomach, and despite the whirl of gowns and laughter around her, she felt alone. The first waltz ended sooner than she had expected, and with a nod of his head, William excused himself, leaving her standing amidst the throng of guests.

      

      Luckily, Selina soon joined her, her eyes sparkling with the joy of attending her first adult social event. Caroline was touched by the girl’s enthusiasm, her own spirits lifting slightly.

      

      “Your Grace,” a familiar voice called out, interrupting her conversation with Selina.

      

      Caroline turned to find Lord Favreau, accompanied by his younger brother, Antoine, who she had only recently been introduced to.

      

      Cordial introductions were made, and Caroline watched as Antoine respectfully kissed Selina’s hand. The girl’s cheeks flushed a deep shade of pink, and a hint of a smile tugged at Caroline’s lips. Alone again, Caroline couldn’t resist teasing Selina about her reaction.

      

      “I think he would make you a fine suitor,” she whispered to Selina, who was busy serving them some lemonade.

      

      Caught by surprise, Selina’s hand slipped, splashing lemonade onto the hem of Caroline’s dress.

      

      Her string of apologies followed quickly, but Caroline held up a hand to stop her. “Oh, it’s my fault, really. I shouldn’t have shocked you like that,” she said, patting her hand reassuringly. Her eyes crinkled with genuine amusement, a sign that, despite the unexpected spill, the evening was turning out to be more interesting than she had expected.

      

      A sense of relief washed over Caroline as she reassured Selina, “Thankfully, it’s a dark color. A little dab with water, and it will be as good as new.”

      

      Excusing herself, she made her way into the hallway, eager for some reprieve from the swirling sounds and colors of the ballroom. Her mind was heavy with thoughts, and she yearned for some solitude.

      

      No sooner had she begun her quest for a quiet corner than a strong grip circled around her wrist, yanking her into an unoccupied room. Stifling a gasp, she whirled around to meet the gaze of her husband.

      

      “William,” she sighed, her anxiety subsiding at his familiar countenance. Yet, the relief was short-lived as she took in his stern features and the tension that seemed to hang about him like a stormy cloud.

      

      “Are you all right?” she asked, her heart beating a tad faster than usual.

      

      His words, when they came, were laced with a surprising accusation. “What games are you playing at now, Caroline?”

      

      “I beg your pardon?” Her voice mirrored her surprise, the words tumbling out before she could halt them.

      

      Ignoring her evident confusion, William pressed on. “Did Selina put you up to this?”

      

      Dumbfounded, Caroline could only manage, “What are you talking about, William?” Her brows furrowed, seeking clarity in his accusation.

      

      His next words, however, only brought more confusion. “Oh, do not tell me it’s a coincidence you chose to wear blue tonight. And in that very shade too,” he said, his eyes flicking down to her gown.

      

      His words stirred an unexpected pain in her chest. “Am I not allowed to wear any color I fancy too?” she countered, struggling to mask the hurt in her voice.

      

      It seemed that her dress had not invoked the cherished memories she had hoped for. Instead, it had triggered an unforeseen resentment in William.

      

      Yet, her disappointment did not deter her resolve.

      

      She took a deep breath, steadying herself. She would stand her ground. She wouldn’t let his misguided anger overshadow the efforts she was making to bridge the distance between them.

      

      “Indeed, I must be treading on thin ice now,” Caroline retorted, her voice sharp as a sword. “I’m not allowed access to certain rooms… I cannot wear any color I want… What is next, William? Shall I be given a list of foods that I mustn’t eat for fear of crossing another invisible line?”

      

      She had merely intended to bring a touch of familiarity to the occasion, an echo of a cherished past. Instead, she found herself defending herself against William’s accusations. A simmering frustration welled up within her, her patience wearing thin.

      

      His response, however, was sober and cold. “Your accusations are going too far, Caroline,” he declared, his tone uncompromising.

      

      Unfazed, Caroline held his gaze with determination. “Am I wrong?” she challenged, her voice steady and clear. “If the points I made are untrue, then tell me so. I promise to retract my words and never to mention them again.”

      

      For a moment, he said nothing. His jaw clenched tight, the silent tension in the room growing palpable. Then, without uttering a word in retort, he only stared at her, confirming her suspicions.

      

      “I thought as much,” she said, breaking the silence that had fallen between them.

      

      Taking a step toward her, he suddenly broke his silence. “Answer me this,” he began, his voice an echo in the quiet room. “Are you wearing blue tonight simply from a fancy?” His gaze bore into hers, seeking a truth she couldn’t deny.

      

      A lump formed in her throat. “I found out the late Duchess liked the color,” she confessed, her voice barely above a whisper.

      

      The silence that followed was deafening, and William was still, his expression unreadable.

      

      “Did Selina tell you?” he finally asked, his voice holding a hint of accusation.

      

      Caroline felt a pang of regret, knowing her intentions had backfired.

      

      She shook her head, choosing her words carefully. “She might have mentioned it, but it was Madame Roux who suggested the color. She was your mother’s modiste as well,” she defended, hoping to deflect any blame from the girl.

      

      His reaction, however, was far from assuaged. He ran an impatient hand through his hair, his frustration apparent. “It is bad enough that Selina keeps dredging up the past. I do not need this from you as well,” he gritted out, his voice low and strained.

      

      His words left an unsettling chill in the room, a testament to the divide that had widened between them.

      

      “William, what lies buried in the past that you fear to unearth?” Caroline asked, her gaze soft and understanding. “Speak to me, please. There is nothing to fear, nothing we cannot overcome,” she added, reaching out a tentative hand to him.

      

      For a moment, he was silent. His eyes, dark and unfathomable, held hers before he finally spoke. “You understand nothing, Caroline,” he muttered, his voice barely above a whisper.

      

      Her heart gave a painful lurch at his words. “I wouldn’t,” she agreed, struggling to maintain her composure. “Not unless you choose to share with me,” she offered gently, her voice barely masking the hurt.

      

      “I do not wish to tread down a path long abandoned, one that must remain forgotten,” he confided suddenly, his voice harsh as if each word pained him.

      

      “And whatever little schemes you might be hatching, I would advise you to abandon them. We are man and wife, now. We have our roles, our boundaries. They must be respected,” he declared with a finality to his words that left no room for argument. Then, before she could form a response, he turned on his heel and strode away, leaving her alone with her thoughts.

      

      His words echoed in her mind as she watched his retreating back.

      

      “You aren’t respecting those vows to be man and wife either,” she would have added if given the chance.

      

      A pang of realization struck her. It was, indeed, high time she understood her place, as he had so sternly reminded her.

      

      The remainder of the evening was a whirlwind of forced smiles and laughter, the gaiety of the ball contrasting sharply with her inner turmoil.

      

      Later, alone in the confines of her room, sleep evaded Caroline. Her mind churned with William’s words, the confrontation between them leaving her restless and perturbed.

      

      As the night stretched on, an unexpected knock on her bedroom door startled her. It was her mother, clad in her nightclothes and a heavy brocade robe, her countenance lined with worry.

      

      “Mama?” Caroline sat up in bed, confusion clouding her features. “Is everything all right?” she asked, her concern evident in her voice. Her mother’s unexpected visit left her perplexed, adding to the uncertainties of the evening.

      

      “I came to check on you, my dear,” Hannah gently announced, perching delicately on the edge of her daughter’s bed.

      

      “Whatever do you mean, Mama?” Caroline responded with a small, forced chuckle, her eyes evading the piercing gaze of her mother. “What could possibly be amiss?”

      

      “Caroline,” Hannah sighed, her tone taking on a certain seriousness. “I am your mother. I have a keen eye for when things are not as they should be, and you, my dear, are not a very convincing liar,” she stated, her gaze soft but probing. “You were quite unlike yourself toward the end of the evening. Is there something you wish to share? Anything troubling you, perhaps?” she pressed gently, her intuition not easily fooled.

      

      Caroline felt a knot tightening in her chest, a rush of emotion welling up, threatening to spill over. It was a surge of feeling she had been valiantly holding back all evening, a tide that was now rapidly becoming too strong to contain.

      

      “Oh, my poor dear,” Hannah murmured, reaching out to cradle Caroline’s face tenderly between her weathered hands.

      

      Only then did Caroline realize that tears were cascading down her cheeks, the taste of salt on her lips confirming it. She hadn’t even noticed when her restraint had broken and her tears had started to flow.

      

      “The grandeur and expectations of these events can often become overwhelming. Especially when it’s your first time playing host,” her mother reassured her, misunderstanding her turmoil for mere nerves and exhaustion.

      

      Caroline didn’t correct her, didn’t give voice to the actual turmoil within her. Instead, she found solace in her mother’s warm embrace, letting her tears wash away some of the pain she felt.

      

      “I do not know the exact cause of your distress, Caroline, but I do know that something is amiss. Know this, my dear, I am here for you. Always. And when you feel ready to share, I am ready to listen,” Hannah whispered soothingly, her tone filled with unconditional love and support.

      

      Caroline wanted to tell her, to pour out everything, but she hesitated. She had tried to do something good, to evoke fond memories, but had instead caused an argument with her husband. She felt foolish for causing such a squabble, and the thought of sharing this ‘foolishness’ with her mother was simply too mortifying.
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      Caroline understood her position more clearly now. No matter what she did, her actions would never be sufficient to earn her husband’s favor—not when he seemed to already harbor a fondness for another, she grimly considered, the image of the handkerchief she had spotted in Joanna’s possession flashing unbidden in her mind.

      

      She found herself considering the possible outcomes of confronting William about this suspicious token. What else was there left for her to lose? His sentiments toward her—or the conspicuous absence of them—had already been made abundantly clear.

      

      Seeking a diversion from the upheaval of the previous night’s ball and the strains of her marital discord, Caroline elected to fulfill a promise she had made to Selina: to accompany the girl on a horse ride.

      

      Now was the ideal time, she reasoned, before the impending games commenced in earnest, taking up all their available time and energy.

      

      “Oh, how I’ve missed a good ride!”

      

      Selina practically hopped in excitement as she and Joanna joined Caroline outdoors. Joanna’s presence, however, served as a poignant reminder of the complication Caroline had suspected, and she could not dismiss the discomfort that pricked at her.

      

      When they reached the stables, Caroline was taken aback to find their horses already saddled and ready for the ride. She hadn’t notified anyone of their plans and had been looking forward to saddling the horses herself, as was her usual routine.

      

      But then again, with the stables in a flurry of preparations for the upcoming races, it shouldn’t have come as too much of a surprise that the horses were maintained in a constant state of readiness.

      

      “Are you all right?” Selina’s voice pierced through Caroline’s ponderous silence, bringing her back to the present.

      

      “Oh, yes,” Caroline answered with an embarrassed chuckle. “I had just been looking forward to saddling her myself,” she confided, tenderly stroking the sleek mane of her horse.

      

      Selina, in the meantime, was engaged in examining her own mount, seemingly absorbed in the creature’s appearance and demeanor.

      

      “Is there anything you can’t do?” Selina asked, a note of admiration creeping into her voice.

      

      Win over my husband’s heart.

      

      Caroline masked her inner turmoil with a practiced smile.

      

      “The Duchess is, indeed, quite accomplished,” Joanna chimed in, a hint of genuine approval in her voice.

      

      “Such flattery, you two.” Caroline chuckled, her heart oddly warmed by the praise.

      

      When Selina asked why she preferred to saddle her horse herself, Caroline obliged by sharing her thoughts and perspective on the matter.

      

      “I should like to try doing the same henceforth,” Selina responded before inquiring whether Caroline had already decided on a name for her mare.

      

      “I was hoping we could choose one together. I must admit, I lack the creativity required for such tasks,” Caroline said lightly, aiming for a casual tone.

      

      “Well, I shan’t be able to assist in that regard until I test her a bit, get to know her temperament on a ride,” Selina responded, her eyes sparkling with playful mischief. “May I?” she asked, her hopeful expression making it evident that she desired to ride Caroline’s horse.

      

      It dawned on Caroline that naming the mare was merely a pretext for Selina’s request. With a knowing chuckle, she acquiesced,

      

      “Of course, you may. I will ride your horse, in that case.”

      

      Joanna, ever cautious, made an attempt to dissuade Selina, thinking it could possibly inconvenience Caroline. However, Caroline was quick to put both of their concerns to rest. With a gentle, reassuring smile, she insisted that she was more than content to share.

      

      Yet, unbeknownst to Caroline, this seemingly insignificant decision would soon bring about an unfortunate series of events. The merry trio had scarcely begun to pick up pace on their way to the lake when Selina let out a sudden, piercing shriek. Caroline turned just in time to see Selina’s saddle slide perilously to the side, throwing the girl unceremoniously to the ground.

      

      Selina landed hard, her head connecting with the unforgiving ground, and the mare, no doubt agitated by the sudden disruption, reared up and bolted in fright.

      

      Fear twisted through Caroline like a live wire, and almost without thinking, she found herself leaping off her own mount, her only thought to get to Selina’s side. She was dimly aware of Joanna’s panicked cries, the other woman trying to coax the panicked mare into a halt, but the beast was beyond control, tearing away across the verdant fields.

      

      “Selina? Open your eyes, Selina!” Caroline’s voice was thick with panic as she crouched beside the prone figure, her heart pounding against her ribs as though it sought escape.

      

      As the commotion grew, she saw figures rushing toward them from the house in response to the emergency. They carried Selina back to the house, a grim silence descending over the usually lively estate. Caroline wasted no time in sending for the physician.

      

      With a sinking feeling, she realized that William was not home, so she sent word for him too. The Duke returned just in time to hear the physician’s diagnosis, his face a mask of stoic concern.

      

      The physician declared that Selina had a concussion, gave her something to help alleviate the pain, and suggested sleep to aid her recovery.

      

      After the physician took his leave, Caroline noticed William’s gaze fixated on his unconscious ward. She saw a look of distress etched onto his usually composed face, a sight she’d never witnessed before. He exited the room without uttering a word.

      

      Hannah entered the room and softly declared, “I will look after her.” Then, turning her knowing gaze onto Caroline, she added, “I think your husband needs you right now, Caroline.”

      

      With her mother’s words nudging her into action, Caroline followed William into his study. There, she found him pouring himself a drink. He swiftly downed the contents of the glass, the amber liquid disappearing in one swift gulp before he refilled his tumbler.

      

      “I knew this would happen,” he muttered, his grip around his glass tightening to the point where his knuckles turned white. His words were followed by a restless pacing across the length of his study.

      

      Alarmed, Caroline asked him to clarify his words. In response, he breathed out a tormented, “It’s happening again. I’m failing her.”

      

      She rushed to assure him, her heart feeling heavy within her chest. “This isn’t your fault!” she exclaimed, trying to ease his guilt. “If anything, I should have kept a better eye on her.” The regret in her own words caused her heart to constrict painfully.

      

      However, his next words halted her thoughts. “It could have been you,” he said, coming to a sudden stop and turning around so abruptly that it caught her off guard. “This isn’t your fault, Caroline. That horse could have thrown you off. I am sorry,” he added.

      

      As he uttered those words, Caroline saw something in his eyes she had never seen before—genuine concern. It was a look that seeped into her soul, wrapping her heart in a warmth she’d never felt from him before.

      

      “You have not failed anyone, William.” Caroline found herself reaching out for him, her hand coming to rest on his arm in a gesture of consolation.

      

      He simply shook his head in disagreement. “Oh, but I have, Caroline. I’d sworn to be there for her. I’d sworn not to let the past repeat itself,” he confessed, his voice laced with regret.

      

      Her brow furrowed in confusion at his cryptic words. “What do you mean?” she asked, utterly perplexed.

      

      Taking in a shaky breath, he let out a revelation that took her aback. “Selina was never my father’s ward. Nor is she my ward, right now. Selina is my sister.”

      

      Caroline was momentarily speechless, her mind struggling to process this unexpected piece of information. Suddenly, many pieces fell into place. It explained why Selina had always skillfully evaded her inquiries.

      

      William went on to unravel the tragic history of Selina’s life. “Selina’s birth mother callously abandoned her at infancy, and my mother took her in and cared for her. She protected her despite the scandal and the hurt it caused due to my father’s betrayal.”

      

      Caroline found the late Duchess’s compassion incredibly moving. She did not know how she would have reacted had she been in the woman’s situation.

      

      “My mother grappled with many trials. She was caught between jealousy, the shame of the scandal they’d desperately tried to conceal, and the agony of needing to protect an infant who was entirely innocent.”

      

      “Oh, poor Duchess,” Caroline whispered.

      

      “Mother never blamed Selina,” William told her, his gaze distant as he lost himself in the memories of the past. “If anything, I knew she blamed herself for Father’s ways. She felt inadequate and attributed the circumstances of Selina’s birth to her own perceived shortcomings.” His voice cracked slightly as he confessed this painful truth.

      

      “Her pain may have kept her from showing it, but I know she wanted to accommodate Selina in her heart. Perhaps she did,” he continued, his gaze distant and haunted.

      

      The profound sadness in his voice struck a chord deep within Caroline, causing her heart to ache for him. For Selina. For the late Duchess, who’d grappled with such complicated emotions.

      

      “I was helpless then, and my mother had to go through it all alone, Caroline. Now, with Selina, I vowed to protect her, to be there for her. But I failed,” he explained, his voice heavy with remorse.

      

      Recognizing his profound sense of duty and responsibility, Caroline could understand the inner turmoil he must be experiencing.

      

      Wanting to assuage his self-inflicted guilt, she tried her best to reassure him. “You have not failed, William,” she asserted gently. “Now is when Selina needs you the most. Be the older brother I am sure she craves,” she encouraged him.

      

      His response was to pull her into a warm embrace, murmuring words of gratitude for her support and understanding.

      

      As Caroline found herself wrapped in the comfort of his arms, tears threatened to prick at her eyes again. If only this caring, vulnerable side of him could be more present, she thought wistfully.

      

      Their tender moment was interrupted when an enthusiastic Mrs. Pepton hurried in, announcing that Selina had regained consciousness. Relief surged through Caroline, and she found herself sharing a glance with William before they both rushed to Selina’s side.

      

      Expressing their profound regrets and relief to see her awake, they hovered by her side as the physician was summoned again. After a thorough examination, he declared her in the clear, much to everyone’s relief.

      

      “I’m all right, I assure you. Just a bit of a headache,” Selina managed to quip, her tone weak but attempting to be cheerful.

      

      The physician assured them it was a normal reaction to her fall and administered further draughts to alleviate her discomfort.

      

      In the quietness of the evening, Mrs. Pepton sought Caroline out with an expression of mild surprise on her round face.

      

      “His Grace has asked that the keys to the old music room be given to you, Your Grace,” the housekeeper informed her, an almost reverential tone coloring her words.

      

      Caroline found herself blinking in disbelief. The old music room? A place she’d heard of but never been invited to. Now, she was being given the keys?

      

      Sensing her bewilderment, Mrs. Pepton offered to accompany her to the room, an offer Caroline readily accepted.

      

      Upon arrival, Caroline found the room to be a quaint, intimate space. Despite its long disuse, it radiated warmth and kindness, much like the woman who had been its heart and soul. The room appeared well-preserved as if time had decided to halt its advance within these walls.

      

      As they ventured further in, Mrs. Pepton began to sing praises of the late Duchess, especially emphasizing her closeness with her son. However, she remained surprisingly vague when it came to discussing the late Duke. The sparse comments she did make regarding him didn’t paint a pleasant picture, inciting a swirl of questions within Caroline.

      

      This mystery only further fueled Caroline’s curiosity, convincing her that there was much more she needed to uncover about the past. Nevertheless, it was a relief to have William open up to her if only partially.

      

      “Although…” Mrs. Pepton said, her voice taking on a hesitant note. “His Grace thinks it best if Miss Fitzgerald is kept away from the room still.”

      

      This statement caused Caroline’s brows to knit together. Selina had every right to be privy to this room, perhaps more so than her. This was a matter she needed to discuss with William, she decided, making a mental note to address it at the earliest opportunity.
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      A tumult of feelings swirled within William. He had unwittingly stumbled upon two of his greatest fears: revealing his past to Caroline and developing a genuine affection for her. Both now held sway over his heart.

      

      The terror that had gripped him at the thought of losing Selina had been paralyzing. What haunted him even more, however, was the chilling realization that he could have lost Caroline as well. The image of her on that horse, the possibility of her being trampled… he’d been the one to gift her the mare, placing her in the path of danger. The potential of it all being his fault echoed painfully in his mind.

      

      While he told himself there was no immediate cause for alarm, he also knew there was much about his past that Caroline remained ignorant of. And strangely, inexplicably, he found himself yearning to reveal it all to her. To unburden himself of the weight of secrets. But at what cost? Could he risk losing her as well?

      

      With a heavy heart, he realized there was only one way to find out. And so, he had given her the keys to the old music room, fulfilling a wish she’d long harbored. Perhaps, within its hallowed walls, she’d find the answers she sought.

      

      The sudden forceful opening of his study door jolted him out of his ruminations.

      

      “Brother,” a voice rang out, making him turn from his spot by the window to see the unexpected figure of Selina.

      

      What truly rendered him speechless, however, was the way she had addressed him. For her own safety, they had agreed on using honorifics. Selina understood this and adhered to it, rarely allowing herself the indulgence. Her use of the familial term now was an indication that she was less than pleased, and that in itself was cause for concern.

      

      The nuances of Selina’s disposition were something he’d observed over the years, a testament to their growing bond as siblings. And her current displeasure was unmistakable as she marched across the room toward him, every line of her body vibrating with irritation.

      

      “Selina, you’re out of bed,” he stated, noticing the unusual flush on her cheeks.

      

      The upcoming race had been postponed due to her health, notwithstanding her protests of feeling well again.

      

      “You allowed Caroline into the music room,” she retorted, sidestepping his observant remark with an accusatory tone. “For years, Brother, I’ve begged you to let me in. Even for a glimpse. But you refused,” she continued, her voice trembling, punctuated by an intensity of emotion he hadn’t seen since the passing of their mother.

      

      “Selina, surely you must understand that this was all for your own good,” he started, but she dismissed his words with a wave of her hand.

      

      “She may not have been my birth mother, but she was the only mother I’d ever known. The only woman I’d admired,” she said, her gaze piercing through him. “You knew this, Brother, yet you kept me from her memory,” she accused.

      

      “Selina, I wanted to protect you from unnecessary anguish,” he reasoned, his voice barely above a whisper.

      

      “I can decide for myself what to feel, thank you,” she snapped back, her face flushed with indignation. “I hold no grudge against Caroline entering the music room, but Mrs. Pepton said I’m still not allowed. That you forbade it. Why?” she questioned, her eyes demanding an explanation.

      

      “As I said—” he attempted to explain, only to be cut off mid-sentence.

      

      “My entire life I’ve longed for a mother. I found one in her, though from a distance. Now that she’s truly out of reach, I still try to find her in the things she cherished. The outdoors, vibrant hues, music… But you’ve aimed to extinguish even that little bit of her I’m clinging onto. The minuscule bit of her I’m desperately trying to hold onto.”

      

      Her words sliced through him, leaving an open wound. He’d been so engrossed in his own grief that he’d failed to recognize her need for their mother’s love. His mother had loved him, and Selina was seeking that same love. In trying to shield her from pain, he’d deprived her of her only way of feeling close to their mother.

      

      “Selina, I…” he stammered, grappling for words that could possibly convey his remorse, but he found his mind blank.

      

      “I’ve been foolish all this time, dreaming that someone like me could ever receive such love,” she scoffed, her bitterness hanging heavily in the air. Without giving him a chance to formulate a response, she spun on her heel, marching past Gustav and Antoine, who stood by the entrance.

      

      “Is everything all right?” Gustav asked, his brows furrowed in concern.

      

      Before William could muster up a reply, Antoine swiftly interjected, “If you’ll excuse me.” And with that, he darted out of the room as swiftly as he’d entered, leaving behind a heavy silence that echoed Selina’s harsh words.

      

      “All is not well,” William confessed, letting out a heavy sigh.

      

      Gustav, privy to the closely guarded family secret of Selina’s true parentage, listened intently as William unraveled the reasoning behind his decision that had isolated Selina for so many years.

      

      “That was a mistake, my friend,” Gustav observed candidly.

      

      “I fear I’ve come to that realization far too late,” William admitted, the ache in his heart pronounced in his voice.

      

      “It is never too late,” Gustav reassured him, clicking his tongue in a scolding manner.

      

      “But Selina… she loathes me now,” William retorted, bitterness tinging his voice.

      

      “Right now, she might be seething, hurting… All feelings which she has every right to possess. Give her some time to process her emotions and then speak to her. Make her understand your intentions, however misguided they might have been. Apologize,” Gustav suggested, his voice a mix of firmness and compassion.

      

      “And would my apology restore what she’s lost?” William questioned, skepticism lacing his words.

      

      “It might not,” Gustav conceded. “But it will certainly pave a better way for your future relationship. And after all, why pine over the past when there’s a future to look forward to, eh?” He injected a hint of humor, aiming to lighten the tense atmosphere.

      

      William offered a weak smile. He was acutely aware that he’d made a grave mistake. It was time to accept it, face the consequences, and take responsibility for his actions.

      

      Selina had every right to the memories stored within the music room as he did. He had let his grief cloud his judgment, his pain blindsiding him, obscuring his sense of reason.

      

      He’d barricaded that room, entombing his mother’s memory within its confines, simply because he’d been too terrified to confront them, to bear the associated pain and to seek healing from it.

      

      That evening, as William was en route to his private quarters, a stirring in the conservatory caught his attention. He diverted his path, his curiosity piqued. He discovered Miss Stuart there, ensconced in a chair, cradling what seemed to be a glass of milk. Her countenance bore a touch of melancholy, a silent testament to her inner turmoil.

      

      A voice within him urged him to respect her solitude. After all, she wasn’t weeping as she had been on their previous encounter. Yet, another part of him found it impossible to ignore her.

      

      She dwelled under his roof at his invitation, remaining as a companion to his sister. In one way or another, she fell under his stewardship. He felt as if he’d neglected those who relied on him for far too long. He yearned to change his ways, to mend his past errors.

      

      “Is all well, Miss Stuart?” He cleared his throat, breaking the silence.

      

      She started at his voice, jolted out of her reverie. He quickly apologized for his intrusion.

      

      “Oh, it’s quite all right, Your Grace. I fear I was just lost in my own world,” she responded, a faint smile gracing her lips.

      

      “I do hope all is peaceful in that world?” he probed gently, concern lacing his voice.

      

      There was a silence that hung in the air for a few moments before she finally reassured him that everything was, indeed, well. He gave her a nod and was about to take his leave when she halted him with her words.

      

      “Thank you for asking, Your Grace. Your concern is truly appreciated,” she stated.

      

      Yet, something about her demeanor struck him as slightly off. He found himself hoping fervently that all was, indeed, well with her.

      

      Upon exiting the conservatory, he encountered Caroline in the hallway. With a smile, she confessed that she had been just on her way to seek him out.

      

      “Mrs. Pepton handed me the keys,” she informed him, following him as he made his way toward his quarters. “However, she also mentioned that you expressly forbade Selina from entering,” she added, her eyebrows arching in silent query.

      

      At this, William confessed that he’d erred. He now recognized that Selina held as much right to the room and the memories it housed as he did.

      

      “You know, I found her rather upset earlier,” Caroline shared, her tone thoughtful. “She refused to divulge what was bothering her, so I decided to grant her some space.”

      

      He divulged his earlier confrontation with his sister, sharing the hurt and accusations Selina had thrown his way.

      

      “I must confess,” Caroline continued, her voice firm, “I had intended to give Selina the key, regardless of your approval.”

      

      He found himself entirely understanding her sentiment. It was, indeed, high time that they corrected this injustice.

      

      “I’ve been selfish.” He sighed, a heavy weight of guilt resting on his shoulders. His confession hung in the air between them, a declaration of his perceived failings.

      

      “Grief is not a manifestation of selfishness, William,” Caroline countered gently, her voice a soft murmur in the quiet room. “You’d been merely trying to protect her in the only way you knew how. It may not have been the best approach, but we are all susceptible to making mistakes,” she said, her tone warm, comforting, and oh so wise. “Now you know better, and you can act accordingly.”

      

      She reached out, her fingers brushing against his arm in a light squeeze of reassurance. Her touch was warm, solid—a pillar of strength he hadn’t known he’d been yearning for.

      

      “You don’t have to shoulder this burden alone, William. I am here,” she added, her words an offering of support, an extension of trust and solidarity.

      

      And for the first time since their union, he found himself yearning for her presence in his life, truly and sincerely wanting his wife to be there.
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      Upon finishing her conversation with William, Caroline, a gentle weariness washing over her, decided to check on Selina before finally retiring to bed. She found the girl huddled beneath her covers like a wounded bird seeking solace, her heart heavy with sorrow.

      

      “Are you all right?” Caroline asked tenderly, her eyes filled with concern.

      

      Selina managed to muster a wan smile, a feeble attempt at appearing fine. “Is it wrong to want a little warmth, Caroline?” she asked, her voice a thin whisper that barely disturbed the quiet of the room.

      

      “No, Selina, it is not,” Caroline replied without a second’s hesitation. “Human beings can never do without warmth. It is the very basis of our existence. And there is absolutely nothing wrong with wanting to live.”

      

      “But my brother doesn’t seem to understand this,” Selina lamented, a bitterness edging her voice.

      

      “He does now, Selina,” Caroline responded gently, determined to bridge the gap that had formed between the siblings. “He has been consumed by grief and made some mistakes… but believe me when I say that he never wished to hurt you,” she reassured, her voice firm and steady.

      

      Out of the blue, Selina started speaking again, a distant, almost vacant look in her eyes. “I never once saw the late Duchess’s smile,” she remarked, her voice choked with emotion. “I often wondered why that was. But now, older and wiser, I understand. Despite her pain, there were moments I’d catch her watching me from afar. Moments she’d reached out to me, albeit from a distance,” she continued, tears pooling in her eyes, reflecting the dim light in the room. “These memories… they are what have kept me going this far. And striving to be like her is the one thing that brings me that warmth…” Her words came out strangled, her tears finally spilling over.

      

      Without thinking twice, Caroline pulled her into a comforting hug, holding her close. Her heart ached at the raw vulnerability of the girl in her arms. She cooed reassuring words into her ear, trying her best to soothe her.

      

      “William meant no harm, Selina. His pain and emotions just misguided him. It’s time to heal now,” she said, hoping against hope that her words could bring a fraction of the comfort Selina desperately needed. “The music room is open to you now,” she added softly, her hands holding out a small key.

      

      It was just a simple piece of metal, yet it held so much significance.

      

      Selina stared at it, her eyes wide with surprise and uncertainty. “Can I really have it?” she asked, her voice wavering. Her hand hovered above the key as if touching it might shatter the reality of the situation.

      

      “I was planning to give you a key, regardless,” Caroline replied warmly, her smile a beacon of encouragement. “But yes. He wants you to have it,” she added, emphasizing the sincerity of her words.

      

      And so, the days ticked by until the first race day finally arrived. The excitement in the air was palpable, making the atmosphere lively and joyous. As anticipated, the event turned out to be a most pleasant affair.

      

      The villagers had turned out in droves, their voices creating a boisterous symphony of excitement. The horses were on display, their muscular bodies glistening in the sun, their flanks shimmering with anticipation. Selina couldn’t remember ever seeing anything so impressive.

      

      More horses were being entered into the first race, their owners bragging about their prowess and speed. Meanwhile, wagers were being compiled amidst the excited whispers of the crowd.

      

      Caroline sat with her mother, Selina, and Joanna in a section specially reserved for them, directly before the display. Their eyes were fixed on the animals as they were prepared for the race. The men—her father, William, Frederick, Gustav, and Antoine—were busy mingling in the crowd.

      

      Right before the race commenced, Selina suddenly asked, her voice filled with concern, “Is that horse all right?”

      

      Caroline followed her gaze, turning her attention to the particular horse Selina was pointing at. And, indeed, the stallion seemed somewhat uneasy. His eyes were wide, and he was stamping his hooves nervously. Most alarming, perhaps, was that there was no halter or lead rope on the animal nor was there a groom with it.

      

      And before they could act, before they could call out for help, the horse reared on his hind legs. The sudden movement scared the horse closest to him, setting off a chain reaction and sending the others into an agitated frenzy.

      

      With terrifying speed, the previously well-controlled situation turned into utter chaos. The animals pulled free from their handlers, their instincts driving them straight in the direction of the seats where the audience was seated.

      

      Selina gave a sharp shriek, her face pale with terror. She seemed rooted to the spot as a frightened horse galloped straight toward her.

      

      The day, which had started so joyously, had turned into chaos in a split second. As the loose horse galloped toward Selina, Caroline’s instincts kicked in. She pushed Selina aside, using her body as a shield.

      

      But before she could brace for the impact, strong arms encircled her, yanking her out of the horse’s path. The world spun as she found herself tumbling to the ground, her heart hammering in her chest. She blinked, trying to make sense of what had just happened.

      

      Rolling over, she found herself in her husband’s protective embrace. Looking up, she found his eyes locked on hers. They were wide and filled with a terror and fear she’d never seen before.

      

      His eyes scrutinized her, searching for any sign of injury. Satisfied that she was unharmed, he quickly got up and rushed toward Selina. Hannah was already by her side, offering comforting words and trying to calm her down.

      

      Caroline watched as William pulled Selina into his arms, his words of apology tumbling out in a hushed whisper. He seemed oblivious to the commotion around them. For him, at that moment, his only concern was his sister’s well-being.

      

      Groomsmen and tenants were scattered around the area, trying to collect the raging horses and regain control of the situation. Caroline’s gaze frantically searched for Joanna, hoping that the governess had escaped the stampede unscathed.

      

      But there was no sign of Joanna. Fear gripped Caroline’s heart, and she began a frantic search for the governess. Her eyes scanned the crowd, her breath hitching with each passing second. Finally, she spotted Joanna at a safe distance. She was brushing straws from her shawl.

      

      A sigh of relief escaped Caroline. Despite the terror of the past few moments, they had all survived, albeit quite shaken.

      

      After the horrifying event at the racecourse, William declared the race would be suspended until the horses were deemed safe. The disappointment was palpable among the villagers and spectators. A groomsman, his brow furrowed in confusion, bemoaned the inexplicable events of the day. William, ever the pragmatist, merely suggested they investigate what had spooked the horses.

      

      The party retreated to the manor, where William, in an uncharacteristic display of concern, insisted on a physician examining everyone involved in the incident. It was only when the physician gave them all a clean bill of health that Caroline saw her husband finally relax.

      

      The protectiveness and worry she had seen in him that day tugged at her heart in a way she hadn’t experienced before. As she sat later that evening, letting Millie help her prepare for bed, she was lost in contemplation. If only, she found herself thinking, not daring to complete the thought.

      

      Slipping under her covers, she was about to surrender herself to sleep when the door to her chambers opened. It was her mother, there to check on her. The concern mirrored in her mother’s eyes was a stark reminder of the anxiety she’d seen in her husband’s earlier.

      

      A yearning blossomed within Caroline. She wished to see this caring, protective side of her husband more often. She knew then that her feelings for him had grown beyond mere friendship or respect. They had transformed into a deep affection she couldn’t undo, even if she wanted to. It was a bitter realization, for she knew her feelings would never be reciprocated.

      

      Hannah, unknowingly intruding on her daughter’s private thoughts, commented on the Duke’s obvious fondness for his ward. Caroline found herself correcting her mother’s misunderstanding.

      

      “Selina is not his ward, Mama,” she clarified before she began to explain the complicated relationship between Selina and William, opening up a whole new chapter of her husband’s life to her mother.

      

      “Yes, she is the spitting image of the late Duke. Perhaps even more than William himself,” Hannah agreed, noting the physical similarities between Selina and her late father.

      

      “I am certain he cares deeply for her,” Caroline voiced, an unspoken wish lingering in her words.

      

      “Your husband is a good man, Caroline,” Hannah said, a warm note of affirmation in her voice. She held Caroline’s hands within hers, her own hands warm and reassuring. “And I know that he cares for you as well. He may not acknowledge it, not even to himself, but I have seen it.”

      

      Hannah’s words brought forth an uncomfortable knot of emotion in Caroline’s throat. “You have seen wrong, Mama,” she protested, trying to safeguard herself from the hopes her mother’s words elicited.

      

      Hannah, with a wisdom born from experience, softly rebutted, “The circumstances of your marriage may have been far from ideal, but I believe fate chose the right partner for you. I could not have chosen a better match for you myself. Whatever barriers you and William have put up between yourselves, I believe you’ll find a way to dismantle them, given time.”

      

      Caroline, however, didn’t want to give herself hope. She was well-acquainted with the sharp bite of disappointment and had no desire to court it again.

      

      Later that night, sleep eluded her. Draped in her dressing gown, she found herself wandering the manor’s long hallways. The soft strains of music wafted through the still air, guiding her steps toward the old music room. The door was slightly ajar, the room beyond bathed in the soft glow of candlelight.

      

      Inside, Selina sat before the pianoforte, her hands dancing over the keys with a mournful melody. Framed in the doorway stood William, unnoticed by Selina. His gaze was fixed on the young woman, a haunting tableau of pain and regret.

      

      Neither of them was aware of Caroline’s presence. Seeing them both in their private struggle, she felt a pang in her heart, a sharp sympathy for the sorrow they bore. It was a heart-wrenching sight, one that left her feeling like an intruder on their shared moment of grief.
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      The sunlight filtering through the sheer draperies of Selina’s room painted a golden hue on everything it touched. The elegant furniture, the ornate designs, and even Selina herself, who sat by her vanity table, appeared bathed in a warm glow. Caroline entered, noting the soft hum of activity from Joanna and the rustle of linen from the maid in the dressing room.

      

      Caroline could not help but notice the shadows beneath Selina’s eyes, telling tales of a sleepless night.

      

      “I can tell you didn’t sleep last night, Selina. Do not lie,” Joanna observed, her tone a mixture of sternness and genuine concern. Her relationship with Selina was one of nurturing, almost motherly in nature.

      

      The memory of the previous night’s scene came back to Caroline—the haunting tune, Selina lost in her playing, and William’s raw pain etched on his face as he watched his sister. It was not surprising that the evening’s emotions had spilled over into the night, keeping Selina awake.

      

      “I was reading,” Selina offered weakly, the defense in her voice hardly convincing.

      

      Joanna’s sharply raised eyebrow was more communicative than any words could have been. A silent understanding passed between the two women—they both knew the truth.

      

      Caroline, sensing the tension and trying to lighten the mood, added, “Well, we’ll just have to ban you from the library until you get enough sleep, now, won’t we?”

      

      Selina’s indignation was swift. “That wouldn’t be fair!” she objected, her eyes widening in playful horror.

      

      “It wouldn’t be fair on your body if you continue skipping the good rest it needs,” Caroline replied, her tone gently teasing.

      

      Joanna’s voice broke into their banter. “Thank you, Your Grace,” she said, her gratitude apparent.

      

      However, as Caroline’s gaze shifted from Selina to Joanna, she caught sight of something that made her heart momentarily still. Joanna was distractedly fiddling with a piece of cloth in her hands. Upon closer inspection, Caroline recognized it—William’s handkerchief. The implications of such a possession brought forth a flurry of questions in her mind, making her smile falter and her heart race.

      

      The airy ambiance of Selina’s room seemed to grow thick as Caroline processed what she’d just seen. The embroidered crest of her husband’s handkerchief in another woman’s possession seemed to weigh heavily on her, creating a discomfort she struggled to mask. Taking a deep breath, she desperately wished for the familiar comfort of her mother’s presence.

      

      Her sudden change in demeanor didn’t go unnoticed.

      

      “Are you all right?” Selina asked, genuine concern softening her face.

      

      Caught off-guard, Caroline scrambled for a plausible explanation. “I think I’m hungrier than I thought,” she responded, forcing a lightness into her voice and a sheepish chuckle.

      

      It wasn’t entirely untrue. After all, she had been too consumed by the previous night’s event and the disrupted race to give much thought to food.

      

      The shift in conversation brought a twinkle to Selina’s eyes, brightening the room. “I heard Cook and Mrs. Pepton discussing lemon tarts for breakfast. Oh, I do hope they are on the menu,” she shared excitedly. The glee with which she spoke of her favorite dessert made Caroline’s heart warm a little.

      

      That innocent joy eased some of the weight in Caroline’s heart. Despite last night’s emotional strains, Selina showed resilience, and her spirit was still intact. It was a relief to see the young woman display her more playful side. She would be all right, Caroline reassured herself. She’s stronger than she looks.

      

      However, breakfast was a more challenging affair for Caroline. Every clink of a fork or the soft chatter around the table seemed to echo William’s handkerchief in Joanna’s hand. It became her focus, even as she tried to push it to the back of her mind.

      

      Her musings were disrupted when a group of concerned villagers and tenants arrived post-breakfast. The chaotic events of the race were fresh in everyone’s minds, and their concerns for the Duke and Duchess’s well-being were evident. Caroline welcomed this interruption with gratitude. Hosting them, listening to their concerns, and ensuring they felt heard was just the kind of distraction she needed. She needed to step out of her own thoughts, if only for a while, and immerse herself in the affairs of the estate and its people.

      

      The tranquility of the room was abruptly disturbed as Mrs. Barron, a woman of stout build and a modest bonnet framing her round face, spoke up. The way she hesitated before each word told Caroline that the information she was about to reveal would be disquieting.

      

      “Of course, they say it’s only a rumor,” Mrs. Barron started, looking around nervously to see if anyone else was within earshot. The concern in her eyes was evident. “But we heard that what happened with the horses was not natural, no accident at all,” she added, lowering her voice to almost a whisper.

      

      Caroline felt her spine stiffen. “I beg your pardon?” she said, a mix of disbelief and anxiety clear in her voice. The events of the race were harrowing enough, and to think there was an underlying motive was unsettling.

      

      Gathering herself, Mrs. Barron continued, “Mr. Barron said that there was a mad horse on display that wasn’t supposed to be in the races. In fact, the stallion was rarely handled and stalled by himself. Has been since birth. The problem is, no one knows how the beast ended up at the display that day.” Her tone was filled with genuine concern. “Also, they found… things in the animals’ feed, I heard.” She hesitated before adding the last part.

      

      Caroline clasped her hands together, her fingers white with tension. “Goodness gracious,” she whispered, her thoughts racing. The implication of sabotage was deeply troubling.

      

      Mrs. Barron shook her head slowly, her lips pressed into a thin line. “The men think it utterly unnatural, Your Grace,” she said with a sigh.

      

      Attempting to lighten the mood, the other women from the village, each of whom held a deep respect for Caroline, stepped forward. They presented her with meticulously crafted handkerchiefs, embroidered pillows, and a variety of freshly baked pastries. The scent of freshly baked bread and buttery biscuits filled the room, creating a homely atmosphere amidst the tense revelations.

      

      The moment of warmth was punctuated by the eager voice of Mrs. Barron’s six-year-old son, who looked longingly at the pastries.

      

      “I want a biscuit, Mother,” he pleaded, his innocent eyes wide with hope.

      

      Mrs. Barron swiftly looked at her son, giving him a silent warning. “Oh, do not mind Daniel, Your Grace. He doesn’t need it,” she said, attempting to conceal her mild embarrassment with a chuckle, but Caroline couldn’t help but offer a small smile, appreciating the momentary distraction from the gravity of what she had just learned.

      

      The drawing room was filled with hushed whispers of the womenfolk when Daniel’s innocent protest sliced through the conversation.

      

      “Oh, but I do, Mother.”

      

      The little boy’s voice was as sweet as the treacle he eyed, and it rang with determination. Caroline, always having had a soft spot for children, couldn’t resist intervening in this little negotiation. Swiftly, she reached into the basket and plucked a biscuit, its jam filling glinting seductively.

      

      She smiled down at the lad. “What would I get if I give this to you, Daniel?” she teased, holding the treat just out of his reach, a playful glint in her eyes.

      

      The young boy’s eyes widened, resembling large blue saucers, the very picture of innocence. Those eyes never left the biscuit. “But I don’t have anything to give you, Your Grace,” he lamented, a hint of desolation painting his cherubic face.

      

      Leaning forward, Caroline whispered conspiratorially, “Oh, but you do.”

      

      His confusion was evident, a cute wrinkle of concentration marring his brow.

      

      “I want you to give me a promise, Daniel,” she began with a tone that was gentle yet firm. The boy’s face transformed from confusion to curiosity. “A promise that you will never let that smile waver,” she urged, watching his little chest puff up in pride, “and that you will be a good boy to mummy, no matter what.”

      

      Taking a deep breath, his tiny fingers crossed over his heart, he swore, “I promise to be the bestest boy, Your Grace.”

      

      The drawing room echoed with soft chuckles at his earnest proclamation.

      

      Caroline’s face broke into a brilliant smile. “Here,” she murmured, presenting the biscuit as if it were a medal of honor. As she ruffled his hair, he darted off to find a comfortable nook, his treasured biscuit in tow.

      

      The women watched the exchange with a mixture of amusement and admiration.

      

      “Oh, your way with children is a talent, Your Grace.” Mrs. Barron sighed, casting a grateful look in Caroline’s direction.

      

      The sentiment was echoed by nods from all present.

      

      Yet, as Caroline straightened, the warmth she’d felt a moment ago was replaced by a pang of melancholy. Their words served as a reminder of her own yearning for a family. She masked her sudden sadness behind a gracious smile, but deep within, she harbored a longing that she seldom allowed to surface.

      

      Caroline’s longing for a family of her own was like a flicker of candlelight, easily snuffed out by the drafts of reality but persistent, nonetheless. She had always dreamed of the joy of holding her own child, of hearing the delightful peals of laughter ringing through the halls, of the soft warmth of tiny fingers wrapped around her own. But given her current circumstances, she often tucked away such desires deep within her heart, wrapped in layers of apprehension and insecurity. She dared not dream too loudly, for fear of disappointment.
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        * * *

      

      Caroline was engrossed in the household accounts, the numbers a temporary escape from her thoughts, when her father’s voice broke her concentration.

      

      “Am I interrupting something?” Peter’s voice was light and jovial, the way it always was. His presence in a room always brought with it a certain cheeriness.

      

      Caroline looked up, her face breaking into a genuine smile. “It’s all right, Papa,” she replied, setting her quill down and leaning back in her chair.

      

      As Peter’s eyes roamed the room, they settled on the open ledgers, and he couldn’t help but make a jest. “If it’s household accounts, then I have no regrets. I cannot think of a more tedious task.” His wink was playful, and the levity of the comment sparked laughter from Caroline.

      

      Hearing his daughter’s laughter always brought warmth to his heart, and he couldn’t resist a gentle tease. “Now, there is that sound I’ve been looking to hear all morning,” he said, stepping closer to where she sat. A hint of concern, however, touched his voice as he continued, “Are you all right, dear?”

      

      Caroline’s expression shifted slightly, her cheerful mood momentarily dimmed by his probing. “I beg your pardon, Papa?”

      

      She had always been somewhat transparent to her father, no matter how well she wore her masks.

      

      Peter moved to sit beside her, his eyes studying her face intently. “Oh, no need to pretend with me. I noticed how distracted you were at breakfast. Is there something bothering you?”

      

      For a fleeting moment, Caroline considered sharing the burdens she felt—the gossip of the tenants, the uncertain dynamics of her marriage—but she couldn’t bear to worry her father. Still, his perceptiveness meant he sensed her inner struggle even if he didn’t know the specifics.

      

      His voice softened. “I suppose it is expected, with the races and all, but I just want to know that my little girl is doing all right.”

      

      With renewed resolve, Caroline replied, pushing aside the waves of anxiety and doubt. “Perhaps a little overwhelmed by being a first-time host, but perfectly all right, Papa,” she declared, her face brightening.

      

      Peter smiled, a paternal pride shining in his eyes. “Oh, I think you are already doing marvelous, darling. I couldn’t help but watch your exchange with the little tenant boy earlier,” he remarked, recalling the touching moment he’d witnessed.

      

      That memory was a balm to Caroline’s soul, a reminder that, amidst the chaos, there were moments of pure, unadulterated joy. And with her father’s faith in her, she felt a touch more prepared to face whatever challenges lay ahead.

      

      Peter’s jovial demeanor made him a beacon of joy for those around him. However, his final words, uttered with a teasing lilt and those eyes shimmering with mischief and hope, seemed like a pebble tossed into a pond, its ripples creating unexpected upheavals in Caroline’s emotions.

      

      “And I agree you will make a wonderful mother. Soon,” Peter uttered, the corners of his eyes crinkling with that familial charm he so often exuded.

      

      The weight of her father’s words settled heavily in her chest. Caroline felt an invisible tether yank at her heartstrings, reminding her of the silent void she harbored deep within. She had always been his precious daughter, and she knew he yearned to see her cradle a child of her own. However, given the tumultuous state of her life and her marriage, such a blessing seemed distant if not improbable.

      

      His statement brought to the forefront the subtle nudges and hopeful glances she had encountered from the tenants earlier that day. Caroline felt herself at the crossroads of heartache and duty, yearning to confide in her father yet unwilling to dampen his hope.

      

      With a facade of grace, she masked the tempest within, replying with a smile and words of agreement. Her father, always sensitive to her moods, likely sensed her unease but chose not to pry. Their conversation eventually drifted, and he took his leave.

      

      Once alone, Caroline’s thoughts swirled back to the race debacle. The troubling insinuations from Mrs. Barron echoed louder now, urging her to seek clarity. She instinctively thought of William. If anyone knew the details of the matter, it would be him.

      

      Locating her husband, Caroline relayed Mrs. Barron’s troubling whispers. William’s face, usually a mask of composure, turned solemn.

      

      He began, “I’m afraid there’s some truth in those rumors, Caroline.” The gravity in his voice made her stomach clench in apprehension.

      

      Drawing her close, he shared the grim details. “As every race season approaches, the horses’ diets are adjusted to prepare them for the races. The physicians and grooms come up with energizing supplements for them. Our investigations so far have revealed that these meals and supplements were tampered with right before the first race.”

      

      The revelation was staggering. The audacity of the act and its implications weighed on Caroline like a heavy cloak. Involuntarily, her fingers brushed her lips, her eyes wide with shock. The thought was unfathomable. Who would carry such malice to sabotage an event that meant so much to their community? The mystery was thickening, and Caroline felt herself at the epicenter of it all.

      

      “We suspect that this is what made the horses unusually sensitive that fateful day.”

      

      William’s voice pulled her back to the present. His face, in the dim light, reflected the weight of responsibility he felt for the fiasco.

      

      Curiosity urged her to seek more information, especially about Tanner, the horse at the center of it all.

      

      “Tell me about this mad horse,” she pressed.

      

      William’s expression darkened, and he took a moment before saying, “Tanner was born with a defect. He’s quite unique. His agitation around other horses is one thing, but his aversion to people is something else. His speed, athleticism, and breeding make him invaluable as a stallion, but given his unpredictable behavior, we always ensured he remained isolated. However, with the influx of horses from all over England, his presence at the display went unnoticed until it was too late.”

      

      Caroline’s brow furrowed in confusion. “Was it a genuine oversight? Could someone have mistakenly brought him?”

      

      “That is our mystery, Caroline,” William admitted, rubbing the bridge of his nose. The weight of uncertainty hung heavily between them. “Every hand in the stables knows Tanner’s story. No one would release him purposefully. Their collective bafflement mirrors ours. But I can’t shake off the feeling that the events during the race were orchestrated.”

      

      His resolute gaze met hers. “The race has always been a symbol of pride for me, but I can’t, in good conscience, let it continue if lives are endangered.”

      

      Caroline, seeking to alleviate the palpable tension, tried to introduce a hint of levity. “In the interim, we shall busy ourselves with some music and feasting,” she offered, her smile a bit shaky.

      

      As Caroline prepared to exit his study, a gnawing question about Joanna and the handkerchief threatened to spill. However, the gravity of their earlier conversation and the vulnerable space they occupied made her reconsider. She hesitated at the door, feeling a mix of determination and trepidation.

      

      Perhaps another day, she mused. But would she ever muster the courage? Only time would tell.
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      After Caroline’s exit, William sagged in his seat, his mind racing with the recent events.

      

      Who could harbor such animosity toward his races, or was it even about the races? The uncertainty of not knowing was torture. He reminded himself that he shouldn’t jump to conclusions. Yet, as he turned this over in his mind, he was struck by the idea that perhaps the races and the horses weren’t the true targets. It was a chilling thought, one he didn’t relish, but he knew he couldn’t dismiss it.

      

      Wanting to shake off the maelstrom of anxiety, William reached for a drawer, seeking some fresh parchment, but what his fingers met wasn’t the crispness of new paper but the softer touch of old sheets. Curious, he pulled them out, and his heart skipped a beat as memories of days gone by flooded back. They were his mother’s compositions. The notes, the staves, the delicate annotations, all were testimony to her passion for music. He could almost hear her playing the melodies, her fingers dancing gracefully over the piano keys.

      

      However, the bottom sheet told a different story. It was a testament to an interrupted life—an unfinished composition. The hauntingly silent notes seemed to ask if they’d ever be brought to life.

      

      As if answering that silent plea, a memory of Selina playing the piano flashed in his mind. His younger sister, with her keen sense of rhythm and melody, was a prodigy in the making. The very thought of her potential to complete what their mother had started brought a smile to his face. How proud their mother would’ve been of Selina, despite all the shadows that had been cast upon their family recently.

      

      Determined to offer his sister this chance, William gently folded the music sheets and placed them in his jacket. As the dinner bell chimed, signaling it was time to head to the dining room, he set his course to find Selina, the melodies of the past guiding his way.

      

      William found Selina preparing for dinner, and her lady’s maid gave a quick curtsy before making her discreet exit. Selina turned from the vanity to regard him. Her smile, though genuine, held the weight of past memories and a recent shared understanding.

      

      “To what do I owe such a pleasant surprise?” she quipped with a playful arch of her brow.

      

      William, heartened by her demeanor, approached with an ease they hadn’t shared in some time. “Is it really that pleasant?” he teased, his eyes twinkling in that familial manner that had always endeared him to her.

      

      Her reply, delivered with a mock serious tone and pursed lips, was typical of her. “It depends, of course.”

      

      Feeling the warmth of their rekindled bond, William chortled. “I thought as much.” His laughter, hearty and infectious, was mirrored by her own silvery giggle.

      

      Once their shared amusement subsided, William stepped closer, his tone turning serious. “I have something for you.”

      

      Selina tilted her head slightly, her dark lashes framing curious eyes. “Is it something I will like?”

      

      William couldn’t help but smile at her jest. “It is something you will love,” he confidently declared, extending the folded papers.

      

      As Selina unfolded them, her lighthearted demeanor began to shift. The initial perplexity in her eyes transformed into a deep reverence, an emotion too profound for mere words. Holding the sheets closer, she brushed her fingers over the handwritten notes, feeling each note as if it held memories of a bygone era.

      

      Catching her breath, she looked up, her eyes moist with unshed tears. “Brother, these are—”

      

      “Mother’s compositions,” he finished gently, his voice carrying a mix of pain and hope.

      

      Their shared understanding in that moment went beyond words, a bond cemented by family, love, and memories of the past.

      

      The room seemed to have quieted down as Selina took in the gravity of William’s gesture. The very idea of completing their mother’s music was both humbling and intimidating. She looked at the sheets and then back at her brother, uncertainty clear in her eyes.

      

      “I cannot think of a better custodian for them,” he said softly.

      

      “But I cannot possibly—” Selina’s voice trembled. As she spoke, a lone tear betrayed her, spilling over and tracing a wet path down her cheek.

      

      William, always protective, was quick to bridge the distance between them. Crouching before her, he cradled her face gently, his thumbs brushing away her tears. “You can, you should, and you will, Selina.”

      

      She met his gaze, her deep blue eyes searching for reassurance.

      

      “Mother would want those melodies completed. And I am sure she would have chosen you for the task, her best student,” he murmured, every word imbued with gentle encouragement.

      

      “A student from afar.” She managed a weak smile through her tear-streaked face, recalling the many hours spent listening to their mother’s music and mimicking her moves from a distance.

      

      William’s eyes softened, reflecting understanding and shared memories. “The heart knows no distance, no bounds, Selina. Mother may not have been very open, but she held you close in her heart, just as you hold her and her music in yours.”

      

      Selina blinked away fresh tears, swallowing hard. “You think so?”

      

      William, with unwavering conviction, replied, “I know so, Selina.”

      

      The dam of emotions broke, and Selina wept freely, her sobs muffled by William’s coat as he enveloped her in a comforting embrace.

      

      He chuckled softly, trying to lighten the moment. “You’re going to ruin your evening toilette,” he teased.

      

      Selina sniffled and pulled back, mischief glinting in her eyes. “It’s all right. We only have the rest of our lives for me to make you pay up.”

      

      William feigned surprise, raising a brow. “Should I be worried?” he queried with mock horror, appreciating her spirit even in such an emotional moment.

      

      The room, once filled with weighty emotions, was lightened by their banter, signaling the strengthening of their bond.

      

      “You’d be a fool not to be.” She laughed, her laughter serving as a temporary shield for the upcoming seriousness. She took a deep breath, a prelude to her next words. “What was Father like, William?” Her tone was earnest, her eyes searching his.

      

      William’s blue eyes met Selina’s questioning gaze. For years, he had tried to protect her from the truth of their father’s nature. Today, she was no longer that wide-eyed child, and she was asking him about the late Duke.

      

      William felt a pressure building behind his eyes, memories threatening to surface. “He was a duke,” he began, hoping this would suffice, but he found himself unable to stop there. “Who could have done better,” he added.

      

      The unsaid words hung heavily between them. William was grateful when Selina, sensing the pain of his memories, chose not to press for more.

      

      After dinner, in the dimly lit corridor, Gustav approached William. The two shared many years of friendship, and William appreciated Gustav’s candid nature.

      

      “Do you really think we should commence the races again?” Gustav’s voice was filled with concern.

      

      William leaned back against the wall, his arms folded. “Not until I can ensure the people’s safety,” he declared.

      

      Gustav’s face darkened. “For Tanner to have been let out, I cannot help but think this the work of someone on the inside.”

      

      William ran a hand through his hair, his frustration evident. “I’ve been considering that, but we still have no suspect, no concrete evidence.” He sighed.

      

      “Then you treat all your stable hands as suspects until proven innocent,” Gustav stated.

      

      As William was about to reply, the butler entered with an urgent step. The stiff set of his shoulders spoke of something important. “The head groom is here to see you, Your Grace,” he announced.

      

      The timing was peculiar, but William beckoned the groom in. The man stepped forward, his face showing a mix of anxiety and determination. “I should have waited until morning, Your Grace, but you’d instructed me to come to you with any news no matter how late,” he began.

      

      William sat up straighter in his chair, all his attention on the man. The room was heavy with the weight of what was to come.

      

      The groom cleared his throat and continued, “It’s about Miss Fitzgerald’s accident, Your Grace.”

      

      Gustav and William exchanged glances, a shared sense of unease. The man’s news was not directly about the race, but it bore a sinister implication. The accident with Selina had not been an accident at all. Someone had tampered with the saddle.

      

      Shock and rage coursed through William, but he kept his composure. Every piece of the puzzle was coming together but not in a way he had ever expected or hoped for. The game was much bigger, much darker, and far more personal than he had ever imagined.

      

      “The saddle wasn’t just loose, but the girth came apart. John said he put the saddle away afterwards, and he was positive about there being knife cuts on the girth. I seen them meself too, Your Grace.” The man’s voice was firm, but there was a hint of nervousness. It wasn’t every day one had to convey such dire news to a duke.

      

      William’s pulse quickened. Could it be that the accident had been intended for Caroline? The very thought of it sent chills down his spine. First, the saddle, and now, the races… Each piece added weight to the theory he had been desperately hoping was untrue.

      

      This confirmed something William had been dreading from the start. Someone out there was not after his horses or races but his family, all that he held dear. His eyes darkened with a mixture of fear and rage. Fear churned in his guts.

      

      His family had always been his Achilles’ heel, the one area where he was vulnerable, but now, the thought of Caroline in danger brought a new depth of emotion he wasn’t prepared for. Was this love? It was too soon, too sudden to know, but there was no denying the intensity of his feelings.

      

      He would be damned before he let any harm come to the people he loved, to Caroline. He had to protect her, even if he wasn’t ready to confront what those protective instincts truly meant.

      

      Taking a deep breath to regain his composure, he turned to the head groom. He issued a series of instructions with calm precision, ensuring that no stone would be left unturned in this investigation.

      

      Gustav, ever observant, offered, “If you need any additional help, I know a good private investigator who could assist.”

      

      William nodded, grateful for the suggestion. “Thank you, Gustav. I’ll keep that in mind.”

      

      The following morning was a blur of activity. As William was passing through the hallway, his steps were arrested by a familiar voice. He turned to see Miss Stuart, her posture perfect, her face conveying genuine concern.

      

      After exchanging morning pleasantries, she spoke in a soft voice filled with regret, “Your Grace, I must express my sincere regrets about the races.” Her eyes held genuine sympathy, reminding him that the entire ton was abuzz with the recent happenings.

      

      William braced himself to face not only the threats lurking in the shadows but also the watchful eyes of Society.

      

      “I realized I never did get the opportunity to. It was most unfortunate,” Miss Stuart said, her voice carrying a hint of genuine regret.

      

      “Indeed,” William agreed, feeling the weight of responsibility for the disrupted race season. “But nothing we cannot resolve, and we will have our races back in no time,” he added, offering reassurance.

      

      Miss Stuart’s face lit up, but there was a certain nostalgia in her eyes. “Oh, I must confess, I’d been looking forward to the races, Your Grace,” she admitted, the corners of her mouth lifting slightly. “I remember my parents always raved about the race season and the invitations they got.” She took a brief pause as if the memories of those times were playing before her eyes. “Sadly, I wasn’t old enough to be in attendance then, and when I finally was… well, there was no longer a place for us in Society.”

      

      William could sense the melancholy beneath her words, and despite the rueful smile on her face, he detected a bitter edge to her voice in her last statement. The circumstances leading to Miss Stuart’s current standing in Society were known to him. Her family’s unfortunate downturn, thanks to her father’s decisions, was often the subject of whispers in Society. However, the ostracization they faced seemed undeservedly harsh to him. It was heart-wrenching to think that a lady of her caliber had been pushed to earn her keep.

      

      For a brief moment, he felt the weight of her sadness. He knew her story was a tragic one, but he also admired her resilience. The way she was shaping her life, the support she provided Selina… he was truly grateful for her.

      

      Reaching a decision, he looked at her directly, warmth evident in his gaze. “You shall be a part of this race season then, Miss Stuart,” he declared with an encouraging smile.

      

      She looked taken aback, perhaps not expecting such a gesture, but slowly, a radiant smile broke on her face, chasing away the remnants of sorrow. “Thank you, Your Grace,” she said, her voice soft and grateful.
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      “Is it true, Caroline?” Hannah’s voice echoed softly yet urgently through the hallway as she quickly paced after her daughter, who had just left the breakfast room.

      

      Caroline halted and turned, her brow furrowing in confusion. “What, Mama?” she asked, dread knotting her stomach.

      

      The very tone of her mother’s voice insinuated the discussion of some gossip, and Caroline feared what that might be. Servants and their ever-wagging tongues always seemed to twist the truth into something scandalous.

      

      Hannah caught up to Caroline, her face flushed slightly with exertion and the gravity of the gossip she’d heard. “About the governess, Miss Stuart,” she began hesitantly.

      

      Caroline’s heart raced for a moment, images of William and the race season flooding her mind. But her mother’s next words dispelled those fears, redirecting her thoughts.

      

      “They say that she is the daughter of the Viscount of Lountonshire,” Hannah said, a peculiar look in her eyes.

      

      Drawing a deep breath, Caroline tried to mask her relief. “That is true, Mama,” she admitted. She paused for a moment, carefully choosing her words. “Miss Stuart’s situation is unfortunate, given her birth and upbringing, but she is doing all right now. Truly.”

      

      Hannah considered this for a moment, her gaze distant. “Well, I hope she is,” she murmured. Her tone carried an edge of skepticism, and Caroline felt a flare of protectiveness for the governess.

      

      Yet, before she could inquire further, her mother continued, her voice taking on a softer, more reflective tone.

      

      “I remember the Lountonshire scandal,” Hannah said, a slight wrinkle appearing on her brow. “It was the talk of the ton for months.”

      

      “Scandal?” Caroline repeated, curiosity evident in her voice.

      

      Her mother nodded slowly. “Why, the debt her father incurred did not come without its fair share of drama and gossip in Society,” she explained. “I remember the fateful ball…” she trailed off, looking lost in the memories of that night. “Miss Stuart had erupted in a fit of anger after finding out from a certain gentleman that her father was in immense debt. The poor girl, it was said, had been in the dark about their financial state. Rumors swirled that she had learned of the truth that night, that the gentleman had revealed her father’s secret out of spite as she had rebuffed his advances.”

      

      Caroline listened with rapt attention, her eyes widening with every detail.

      

      She took a moment to absorb this, empathy for Miss Stuart growing in her heart. It was one thing to fall from grace because of one’s own actions, but to be thrust into it unknowingly by a family member was quite another. She now understood Miss Stuart’s plight better and felt even more grateful for the strength and dignity with which the governess carried herself.

      

      Hannah continued, her voice heavy with the weight of the tale, “It was said that Miss Stuart had been so overwhelmed by the revelation that she’d sought out her father amidst the glittering throng of guests and confronted him then and there. And in the echoey halls of the Lountonshire estate, their words carried, allowing eavesdroppers to paint a vivid picture of the confrontation. She’d been furious, devastated, and she’d vowed to make her father pay for the ‘poverty’ he’d put them through. That night marked the end of the Stuarts’ presence in Society.”

      

      Caroline’s hands tightened on the delicate fabric of her dress, her heart pounding loudly in her chest as the weight of her mother’s revelation settled on her. The gentle and sweet-natured Joanna involved in such a scandal? It seemed utterly inconceivable.

      

      “But Miss Stuart is the most gentle soul, Mama,” she protested, her voice filled with disbelief, almost pleading for her mother to retract the tale.

      

      Joanna seemed too soft-spoken, too kind-hearted to ever be involved in such a heated confrontation.

      

      Hannah fixed her daughter with a knowing gaze, the wisdom of years reflected in her eyes. “Well, this particular detail wasn’t a mere rumor I picked up in passing, Caroline,” she said, her tone gentle yet firm. “Your father and I were at that ball, you see. We witnessed the entire episode.”

      

      Caroline felt her stomach churn with discomfort. The idea of being present, of watching a young woman’s world crumble around her, was deeply unsettling. “Well,” she began, trying to find the right words. “The Viscount had gambled away her future. Anyone would be desperate in her shoes. Desperation can play cruel tricks on one’s emotions.” Her voice wavered slightly, her own memories of desperation threatening to resurface.

      

      Hannah sighed, smoothing out the skirts of her gown as she sat gracefully in the nearby chair. “Or perhaps working, facing the realities of the world outside the protective bubble of the ton, has humbled her,” she mused aloud. “I thought she looked familiar when I first arrived, and it was only after Amanda whispered to me last night about the governess’s lineage that I put two and two together.”

      

      Caroline’s gaze lowered to the floor, her heart heavy. It was true, there was no excuse for the way Joanna had publicly humiliated her family. Yet, Caroline couldn’t help but empathize with the desperation Joanna must have felt at that moment. She’d been in a similar position once, on the verge of scandal, her own actions threatening to bring dishonor to her family. She had been fortunate, saved from the brink of disaster by a timely intervention.

      

      A soft smile graced her lips as she thought of that dutiful man, the one who’d been there just in time to prevent her from tumbling into the fireplace at the worst possible moment. The memory always evoked a warmth in her heart, a mixture of gratitude and something more profound.

      

      She wished Joanna had confided in her about this dark chapter from her past. But then again, who would willingly recount such a painful memory? Some wounds were just too deep, better left unspoken.

      

      The soft patter of footsteps on the grand hallway’s carpeted floor echoed the rhythm of Caroline’s heartbeat. A sense of unease had settled over her since the conversation with her mother, and she was eager to escape into the sanctuary of her room.

      

      As she approached a corner, the muted tones of conversation reached her ears. Pausing, she took a moment to recognize the voices. As the scene unfurled before her, it felt like a twist of a dagger in her heart. It was her husband, his tall frame relaxed and leaning casually against a doorway, and beside him was Joanna. Their expressions were deep in amiable conversation, and the sight of them smiling—seemingly so genuinely—at each other was enough to make her insides churn.

      

      Flashbacks of the delicately embroidered handkerchief and the fragments of whispered conversations she had overheard over the weeks welled up, creating a torrent of doubt and pain. A suffocating sensation constricted her chest.

      

      Choosing to not reveal her presence, she tucked herself away behind a tall ornate vase, out of their direct line of sight. Her heart pounded loudly, her emotions a tempest. The mere idea of witnessing more of their interaction seemed unbearable. A need for fresh air, space, and a reprieve from the painful onslaught of emotions propelled her to turn around.

      

      But so preoccupied was she with her whirling thoughts that she didn’t notice another figure approaching until she nearly collided with him. A familiar voice broke her chaotic reverie.

      

      “Where are you in such a hurry to?” Frederick’s eyes, so like hers, searched her face with concern.

      

      She attempted to mask the emotion pooling in her eyes, but the tears were unstoppable. The dam had broken. Frederick’s protective instincts flared. He quickly led her to a side room, offering her the sanctuary she desperately needed.

      

      Holding her close, he let her cry, feeling every tremor, every hiccup, sharing in her anguish. When her sobs finally subsided, his question was immediate and pointed.

      

      “What did he do to you?” His voice was low, dangerous, a storm waiting to erupt.

      

      Taking a shaky breath, Caroline met her brother’s eyes. “Not every tear I shed would be because of my husband, Frederick,” she replied, her voice laced with both weariness and a hint of defiance.

      

      She chided herself internally. She was a lady of stature, poise, and grace. Losing her composure so easily, especially in front of her protective brother, was not like her.

      

      Caroline felt the weight of her brother’s gaze, and she could sense the swirling mix of anger, concern, and fierce protectiveness. It was a comfort and an annoyance, all at once.

      

      It wouldn’t do to complicate matters for William. His relationship with her brother was not the most pleasant, to begin with. Frederick and William had always been like oil and water. Their personalities clashed more often than not, and any altercation now would just exacerbate the situation.

      

      “Don’t lie to me to protect your husband, Caroline.” Frederick’s voice held a tinge of frustration. He leaned forward, searching her face for any hint of deceit. “Why else would you be crying if he’s not responsible?”

      

      She met his gaze steadily, her posture stiffening in defense. “I must be feeling out of sorts, Frederick. Nothing more,” she lied, nonetheless, although her voice trembled ever so slightly.

      

      His hand shot out toward the door. “We will have the physician sent for, in that case.”

      

      “No!” Her voice came out sharper than intended. She reached out, grabbing his jacket sleeve to prevent him from leaving. “Oh, it’s nothing Mrs. Pepton’s valerian root tea wouldn’t sort, Brother.” She tried for a light tone, hoping to distract him.

      

      Frederick hesitated but then turned to face her fully, his eyes still filled with concern. “I know something is bothering you, Caroline. Talk to me,” he pressed, his voice softening.

      

      She swallowed hard, feeling a lump form in her throat. “Am I a disappointment, Frederick?” The question tumbled out, vulnerable and raw. She looked up at him, her eyes seeking an answer. “And do not lie to spare my sensibilities.”

      

      His eyes widened in surprise and, for a moment, deep anger. “Are those the lies Weston has been feeding you?” His voice rose, his tone edged with menace. Caroline could see he was ready to confront William at the drop of a hat.

      

      “There is no leash on that temper of yours, is there, Frederick?” She tried to calm him down, holding his sleeve again.

      

      He barely acknowledged her attempt to soothe him. “Are they? Is he mistreating you, Caroline?”

      

      She sighed deeply, choosing her words carefully. “This has nothing to do with my husband, Frederick. I am hosting. For the first time in my life. Not just the aristocracy but the tenants and the entire village as well. I just want your honest opinion.”

      

      It was partially true, after all. The weight of her duties was daunting.

      

      Frederick, understanding finally dawning on him, smirked a little. “Is this why you were crying?” His tone was teasing, but underneath, Caroline sensed genuine relief.

      

      She gave him a wry smile, grateful for the brief moment of levity amidst the tension.

      

      Caroline’s gaze met Frederick’s teasing one, and despite the whirlwind of emotions that had engulfed her just moments earlier, his lightheartedness drew a genuine smile from her.

      

      “I always knew Mother and Father coddled you over much, crying over such trivialities,” he remarked, a playful glint in his eyes.

      

      “Frederick,” she chided with a light tone, a small giggle escaping her lips.

      

      His demeanor turned tender, reminding her of how protective he’d always been of her. “You are perfect, dear sister,” he declared earnestly, his hands gently grasping her shoulders in a gesture of reassurance. “You have nothing to worry about. You are doing excellently.”

      

      She looked up at him, gratitude evident in her eyes. “Thank you,” she murmured, her voice soft with appreciation.

      

      He made his way to the door, but before he could exit, he hesitated, turning back to her with a look that pierced through all her defenses. “Are you sure that is all, Caroline? Are you sure you’re all right?” His voice was laced with the familiar protective timbre she knew so well.

      

      Deciding to distract him with some humor, she replied, “I am quite all right, Brother. So long as your horse doesn’t make a fool of itself—and your pockets—at the races.” The impish glint in her eyes was unmistakable.

      

      Frederick’s laugh echoed warmly through the room. “Always the cheeky one,” he remarked, shaking his head in mock exasperation.

      

      Later that day, while she tried to find solace in the serenity of her bedroom, Caroline was pleasantly interrupted by Selina’s sudden entrance, a bundle of musical sheets clutched in her hands.

      

      “These”—Selina beamed, her eyes dancing with excitement—“are the late Duchesss compositions. And William… William believes I can finish them.”

      

      Caroline, despite the cloud of confusion and hurt she felt about her husband, felt a swell of happiness for Selina. “I know you can,” she assured her young friend.

      

      Selina’s face lit up, her gratitude palpable. “Oh, it’s all thanks to you!”

      

      “Me? What did I do?” Caroline responded, genuinely puzzled.

      

      But even as she engaged in conversation with Selina, her thoughts rebelliously drifted back to the image of William and Joanna engaged in that friendly exchange. She couldn’t shake off the unease that image had instilled in her.

      

      “Oh, but you did everything,” Selina insisted, her voice filled with admiration. “No need for such humility. Whether you both care to admit it or not, my brother is a changed man because of you.”

      

      Caroline felt her cheeks warm with the unexpected compliment. But more than that, she was relieved and even somewhat triumphant upon hearing that William had extended an apology to his sister. She’d always hoped for the siblings to mend their strained relationship.

      

      She clasped Selina’s hands in her own, her voice sincere. “I’m truly happy to hear that,” she confessed. “It warms my heart to know that you both are finding your way back to each other.”

      

      Selina’s eyes sparkled, but for Caroline, the joyous moment was bittersweet. A swarm of doubts clouded her mind, each one revolving around a certain governess. She debated with herself for a moment, wondering if she should voice her worries.

      

      Finally, she couldn’t contain her curiosity any longer, and trying to sound casual, she asked, “Joanna and William seem… well acquainted?” She hoped her tone carried no hint of the jealousy and insecurity she felt.

      

      Selina blinked in surprise, her brow furrowing momentarily before she replied, “Oh, Miss Stuart has always been shy. It isn’t often she entertains conversation from anyone.”

      

      There was an unmistakable lightheartedness in Selina’s voice, and Caroline could detect the mirth hiding behind her words.

      

      “And as you know, my brother’s humor is enough to send any sane person running,” Selina finished with a playful chuckle.

      

      Caroline joined in the laughter, relief flooding her as she teased, “Does that make me insane for staying?” She feigned a mock gasp, her spirits lifted by their playful exchange.

      

      “Oh, you’re perfectly sane,” Selina reassured. “But you know what they say… The birds of a feather flock and fly always together.” She laughed.

      

      Caroline’s fingertip playfully poked Selina’s side, causing a shared chuckle between them. Their laughter had the light and easy quality of true friendship, but a nagging sensation at the back of Caroline’s mind couldn’t be ignored. It seemed that the more she tried to convince herself otherwise, the more prominent her doubts became about the nature of William and Joanna’s relationship. But observing Selina’s genuine laughter and seeing no hint of concern in her eyes, Caroline concluded that whatever might be happening between her husband and the governess, Selina was entirely unaware.

      

      That evening, the rich aroma of roasted meats and pies filled the grand hall as the household enjoyed dinner. The ladies later retired to the drawing room, leaving behind the boisterous conversations of the gentlemen. The soft hum of the ladies’ discussions blended with the crackling of the fireplace, but what caught Caroline’s eye was the curious sight of her mother and Selina engrossed in a hushed conversation in a dimly lit corner of the room.

      

      She approached them, her gaze seeking answers. “Am I missing something?” she inquired, arching a brow in playful skepticism.

      

      Her mother’s sudden loud exclamation caught her off guard. “Oh, Caroline, dear!” Hannah’s voice rang out, touched with forced brightness. Her eyes darted toward Selina, who, looking every bit the miscreant caught red-handed, wore an expression of guilty surprise.

      

      Exchanging a glance laden with some unspoken understanding, Selina quickly intervened, a touch of nervousness in her voice. “Oh, we were just discussing making a visit to examine the plants and rocks by the lake. I’m sure you would like to join us.”

      

      Considering Caroline’s well-known passion for botany—a love she had inherited from her mother—it should’ve sounded perfectly normal. Yet, the awkwardness of the exchange and the haste in Selina’s words struck a note of suspicion in Caroline’s heart.

      

      While she tried to brush off her doubts, attributing them to her recent anxieties, a small voice whispered that perhaps she wasn’t merely being paranoid, after all.
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      The thick fabric of the curtains shrouded the room in darkness, making sleep seem like a tempting companion. But for Caroline, who found herself lost in a swirl of thoughts, the luxury of rest was unattainable. Tossing from one side to another, the soft rustling of sheets accompanying each movement, she finally let out a sigh of frustration. Perhaps a different activity might aid her restless mind.

      

      With a resolution to find some solace in the library’s vast collection, she donned her dressing gown, tying it securely around her. Lighting a lone candle, its gentle flame casting elongated shadows on the walls, she quietly navigated the dim corridors of the manor.

      

      Upon reaching the library, the dimness engulfed her, making the process of finding an interesting read slightly daunting. As she peered at the titles, the feeble light causing her to squint, a sudden voice from behind made her heart jump.

      

      “You call that illumination?”

      

      The familiar, teasing tone belonged to none other than her husband, William.

      

      She spun around, her eyes widening slightly at the unexpected company. “Are you showing off now?” she retorted, her lips curling into a playful pout as she eyed the glowing candelabra he held, its multiple candles casting a warm, golden light.

      

      His eyes twinkling with amusement, William contrasted his candelabra with her meager candlestick. “Goodness, Caroline, one would think we had no candles in the house,” he quipped.

      

      Holding her candle aloft, she feigned an exaggerated display of its superiority. “At least it’s light,” she said with a mock air of pride.

      

      “Light, indeed.” William burst out laughing, and that was when she realized her unintentional play on words.

      

      Caroline joined him, and their laughter echoed, two souls in understanding, and the lingering shadows between them vanished. As they settled into a comfortable silence, she took the opportunity to voice her appreciation.

      

      “You did well by Selina. I never saw her happier.”

      

      William’s gaze seemed distant for a moment, the flickering candlelight reflecting off the hint of remorse in his eyes. “It’s something I should have done a long time ago,” he admitted, a touch of regret evident in his tone.

      

      “But you did acknowledge it now,” she reasoned, trying to alleviate his guilt.

      

      He looked up at her, a mixture of gratitude and surprise on his face. “Thank you,” he murmured.

      

      Caroline tilted her head, genuinely taken aback. “Whatever for?”

      

      His response was almost a whisper, carrying the weight of unspoken sentiments. “You gave me the courage, Caroline.”

      

      The words stirred her heart, memories of Selina’s effusive thanks earlier in the day resurfacing.

      

      “I merely shed a bit of light on something you’ve always had within you, William,” Caroline said softly, her eyes reflecting the sincerity of her words.

      

      A playful smirk tugged at the corner of his mouth. “Humility quite becomes you, Caroline,” he teased.

      

      “Oh, I know,” she replied cheekily, her spirit buoyed by the exchange.

      

      William’s laughter filled the space once more. “And so does contradiction, might I add.”

      

      Feeling the comforting rhythm of their banter, Caroline sensed the perfect moment to bring up the nagging question that had been plaguing her mind. She ventured, “You know, I came in here looking for a book Miss Stuart recommended.” Her gaze remained intently on his face, searching for any trace of discomfort or unease.

      

      His expression, however, remained unchanging, his brow slightly raised in intrigue. “What is the title? Perhaps I can help you find it.”

      

      She hesitated. She hadn’t anticipated his straightforward offer. Her mind raced as she tried to conjure a plausible title. She stammered, “Er…” Her cheeks grew warm, the realization of her ill-preparedness making her feel utterly vulnerable.

      

      William raised an eyebrow, the smirk on his face growing more pronounced. “The name of the book, Caroline?” he inquired again with a teasing lilt, clearly enjoying the moment.

      

      Staring at him blankly, Caroline tried to formulate a coherent thought, let alone a suitable title. But her mind was an utter blank. When she didn’t respond, his head tilted just so, his blue eyes dancing with merriment.

      

      Seeing her discomfort, William’s expression softened. “Never mind the title, Caroline. What matters is the question that lies behind it.”

      

      “Are you perhaps reading books you’re not supposed to, Caroline?” His voice dropped lower, sending a flurry of sensations down Caroline’s spine.

      

      Her face turned a shade of scarlet, her eyes widening as the implication of his words dawned upon her. She tried to muster up a retort. “I—what are you talking about?”

      

      He took a deliberate step closer, a devilish grin playing on his lips. “Oh, you tell me.”

      

      She retreated without thinking, feeling the cool spines of the books on the shelf pressing against her back. And then, he was right there, so close she could feel the warmth of his breath on her skin. Her heart raced, her gaze locked with his, trying to decipher the emotion in those deep blue eyes.

      

      For a long moment, it seemed as though the world held its breath. Then, with a deftness that betrayed his teasing demeanor, William reached behind her. When he stepped back, the absence of his proximity left her with an inexplicable pang of longing.

      

      She glanced down to see him holding a book, realization hitting her. She had been so caught up in her own embarrassment that she hadn’t noticed him trying to retrieve the tome that had been just behind her. Her cheeks burned even brighter, and she mentally chastised herself.

      

      “Gracious,” she murmured, more to herself than anyone else. “I seem to be acting less like a seasoned member of Society and more like a schoolgirl.”

      

      He chuckled, the sound deep and rich, sending warmth through her despite her embarrassment. “Sometimes, Caroline,” he began, offering her the book with a twinkle in his eyes, “a bit of innocence is rather refreshing.”

      

      She took the book from him, her fingers brushing against his for a brief second, causing a flutter in her chest. His gaze was intense, teasing, and she tried to shake off the unexpected thrill of his touch.

      

      “You should try this.” He handed her the book. “I am sure my recommendations will be just as good as Miss Stuart’s.”

      

      The sudden mention of Joanna caught her off guard, her defensive walls instinctively rising. “How do you know that?” she challenged, her tone sharper than intended.

      

      He looked momentarily taken aback by her reaction. “How do I know what?”

      

      “That your recommendations are just as good,” she clarified, trying to keep her voice level. “Does Miss Stuart recommend books to you often?”

      

      He hesitated, searching her face for a clue. “I’m afraid I haven’t had the opportunity,” he admitted.

      

      That should have assuaged her unease, but it didn’t. Was that a hint of regret in his tone?

      

      She frowned, her mind racing, trying to discern the undertones of his words. “I see,” she murmured, her tone cool. “But as you are well acquainted with her, I am sure she will recommend one soon,” she added, a hint of sarcasm lacing her words.

      

      He laughed, the sound rich and full, but she detected an undercurrent of surprise. “Well acquainted?” He shook his head, amused. “I think I’ve never met a woman of fewer words,” he commented, and for a moment, she felt a flare of satisfaction.

      

      However, before she could revel in that, he continued, “But perhaps she’ll recommend a book on racing soon, as she’s spoken quite enthusiastically about it.”

      

      Her eyes narrowed slightly. “I thought you mentioned she’s a woman of few words?” she pointed out, a mixture of confusion and jealousy evident in her voice.

      

      He met her gaze squarely, seemingly amused by her reaction. “Oh, she is. But we happened upon each other in the hallway earlier, you see, and by some miracle, she expressed her regrets and anticipation about the races,” he clarified.

      

      Caroline’s lips pressed together. The realization that perhaps her jealousy had led her to jump to conclusions about the nature of their conversation weighed on her. She tried to find the right words, a way to steer the conversation without exposing her insecurities further. But deep inside, she knew she’d need to confront those emotions, sooner rather than later.

      

      The pieces of the evening began to fall into place, her brows knitting as the weight of her assumptions settled heavily on her chest. So, that is what it had been about. A pang of guilt and embarrassment washed over her as she reflected on her own impulsiveness.

      

      She took a deep breath, gathering her thoughts, trying to find a way to broach the subject of the handkerchief when her plans were disrupted. The subtle sound of the butler’s shoes against the wooden floor reached her ears.

      

      “Your Grace, the evening mail,” the butler announced, holding out a silver tray lined with letters.

      

      William’s attention instantly shifted, his face taking on a look of interest. He glanced at Caroline briefly, his gaze apologetic. “I must attend to this. It appears to be rather pressing.”

      

      “Of course,” Caroline replied, trying to sound nonchalant, but her disappointment was evident in her voice. She’d hoped for a bit more time, a chance to clear the air, but it seemed the evening had other plans.

      

      “Goodnight, Caroline,” he said, his tone soft.

      

      “Goodnight, William,” she murmured, watching him leave the room.

      

      Feeling a tad dejected, she made her way back to her chambers. The air in the room was cool, and she hurriedly slipped into bed, relishing the comfort of the soft sheets. And as she snuggled in, her hand brushed against something unfamiliar.

      

      Lifting it, she realized it was the book William had handed her earlier in the library. Curious, she opened it, and her eyes widened in surprise. Of all the books he could have handed her, it was one of those rather sweet romance novels.

      

      Warmth crept up her neck and colored her cheeks. This was most unexpected. The evening might have had its twists and turns, but it appeared it wasn’t quite done surprising her.

      

      Caroline adjusted the bonnet atop her head, shielding her eyes against the midday sun as she stood by the lake’s edge. The gentle ripples in the water reflected the blue of the sky, creating a serene ambiance around her. But the note and its urgency kept her on edge.

      

      “Mother? Selina?” she called out once more, her voice echoing a little across the vast stretch. The only response she received was the distant chirping of birds.

      

      She was pondering her next move when the unmistakable sound of hooves on soft ground reached her ears. Turning, she saw a silhouette approaching. For a moment, her heart leaped in hope that it was her mother and Selina.

      

      Yet, as the figure grew nearer, she realized it was neither of the ladies she was expecting. Instead, it was a lone rider, who seemed to be making his way in haste.

      

      With a mix of relief and anticipation, Caroline watched as the rider came to a halt, dismounted, and strode toward her. The afternoon sun outlined him, making it difficult for her to discern the features clearly.

      

      “Caroline?” a familiar voice called out, bringing her out of her momentary daze.

      

      She recognized that voice. “William?”

      

      His brows knitted in confusion. “What are you doing here? I was told you’d be waiting for me by the stables.”

      

      Caroline blinked, processing his words. “By the stables? But Mother sent me a note asking me to meet her here.”

      

      His eyes widened in realization. “I received a similar note. Only, it directed me to the stables.”

      

      The two exchanged a glance, the same thought crossing both their minds.

      

      “A prank?” Caroline voiced out the mutual suspicion.

      

      William sighed, running a hand through his hair. “If it is, someone’s idea of amusement is rather questionable.”

      

      Surrounded by the serenity of nature and the comfortable silence between them, Caroline delicately opened a basket to reveal little sandwiches, cheese, and fresh fruit. The aroma wafting from another basket told her there was hot tea inside.

      

      “You know, I was actually dreading today,” William confessed, taking a bite of the sandwich. “I thought I’d be hearing about how Selina lost her glove or misplaced her shoe.” His chuckle seemed genuine. “But this… this isn’t too bad.”

      

      Caroline laughed lightly, nodding in agreement. “I had a similar feeling when I read Mother’s note. I feared she’d dragged me here for some wild goose chase. Imagine my surprise, and dread, when I found nobody here. But now, I think I understand.”

      

      As they continued their meal, the gentle rustle of the trees and the distant sound of birds created a backdrop to their conversation. The topics flowed effortlessly, from the recent ball to the new stallion William had acquired. It was comfortable, simple, and heartwarming.

      

      After a lull in the conversation, Caroline plucked up the courage to say, “I appreciate them trying to get us together, I really do, but I wish we could find our own rhythm. Our own way.”

      

      William looked at her, a soft smile playing on his lips. “It’s difficult, isn’t it? Being in a relationship that everyone wants to have a say in.”

      

      She nodded. “I just… I want us. Just the two of us. No interference.”

      

      His hand reached out to hold hers, his touch warm and reassuring. “Then let’s promise each other that, from this day forward, we’ll find our own rhythm, our own pace. No interference.”

      

      She smiled, looking deep into his eyes. “Promise.”

      

      At that moment, amidst the gentle serenity of nature, surrounded by a well-intentioned picnic set by others, they both felt a genuine connection. It was the first time Caroline felt such a bond with her husband, a bond she’d only read about in her favorite romance novels.

      

      The realization was sudden but undeniable. She loved him—not the title, not the position, but the man before her. William, her husband. And as she met his gaze, she saw a similar warmth in his eyes. Perhaps, just perhaps, he felt the same way.

      

      The picnic was a lovely affair as they ate and bantered. The gentle breeze rustled through the trees, creating a soft lullaby for the two of them. The sandwiches were delightful, and the sunshine had added a vibrant hue to everything around them. For a moment, the world outside this picnic blanket ceased to exist.

      

      But then, slicing through their shared moment of tranquility, William suddenly asked, “Have you started on the book?”

      

      Caroline, a bit taken aback, tried to recall which book he was referring to. “Book?” she echoed, her brows furrowing in confusion.

      

      Seeing her puzzled expression, William’s lips curled up in a teasing smirk. The change in her facial expression must’ve given her away because her cheeks started to feel warm, akin to how they might after a brisk morning walk.

      

      “Oh, come now, Caroline. Even Selina, with her delicate sensibilities, wouldn’t blush that much over a simple book,” he teased, delight evident in his voice.

      

      The amusement in his voice stirred a mock indignation within her. “A simple book?” Caroline echoed. She paused for a beat, hoping to maintain a straight face. “Perhaps you gave me the wrong book in the dim lighting of that room,” she ventured, not entirely sure if she was speaking in jest or out of genuine wonder.

      

      William chuckled, the sound rich and hearty. “Oh, no, my dear. I would recognize that book even in the darkest of caves,” he boasted.

      

      Caroline’s eyes widened, her surprise evident. The very thought of William—reserved, serious William—reading such content sent a new wave of warmth to her face.

      

      “Besides,” he continued, smirking, “I’d brought adequate illumination, remember?”

      

      “How could I forget?” she responded, her tone dripping with playful sarcasm. She threw him a mock-accusatory glance. “When you all but shamed my own humble candle with your grandeur,” she added petulantly.

      

      His laughter was infectious, causing her to chuckle as well. “Next time, dear Caroline, don’t bring a single candle and choose to squint in its dim lighting,” he carried on teasing.

      

      Their laughter blended with the sounds of nature around them. The weight of their shared past and the uncertainties of their future were temporarily pushed aside. But as all moments do, this one also came to an end. William’s jovial demeanor shifted, his brows furrowing, his lips forming a straight line.

      

      Caroline, noticing the change, felt her own smile fade. “Is everything all right?” she asked, her voice heavy with concern.

      

      William hesitated, clearly weighing his words. “I didn’t want to alarm you with this piece of newly gathered information, but I think you should know…” he began, his voice steady yet laced with something Caroline couldn’t quite identify.

      

      And as she waited for him to continue, a familiar feeling of trepidation welled up in her.

      

      “Selina’s fall from your mare was not an accident as we’d thought,” he announced, his voice filled with a gravitas that commanded her undivided attention. “Your saddle was deliberately tampered with. There were deliberate cuts on the girth. And the shocking part is, whoever’s responsible had intended that fall for you,” he added, his eyes searching hers for any signs of distress.

      

      Caroline’s breath caught in her throat. The implications of what he’d just revealed crashed over her like waves against the shore. “Oh my God,” she managed to whisper, her fingers trembling.

      

      How could such malevolence lurk amidst the elegant soirées and polite smiles of Society?

      

      Taking a deep breath, William continued, his voice grave, “I’m telling you this to warn you, Caroline.” He paused, allowing the weight of his words to sink in. “Someone, for reasons unknown, is after my family,” he finished, his voice thick with emotion.

      

      Caroline felt a chill creep down her spine, but it was quickly replaced by an unexpected warmth. His inclusion of her as part of his family, especially amidst such dire revelations, filled her with an inexplicable sense of belonging.

      

      With a determined glint in his eyes, William declared, “I will be damned before I let any harm come to you, Caroline.”

      

      Tenderly, he took her delicate hands in his strong, reassuring grasp. Looking into his earnest eyes, she felt the sting of tears, for this was the husband she had yearned for. The one who would be her protector, her ally.

      

      “But as much as you have my protection, you needed to know this to be on your guard as well,” he cautioned, emphasizing the gravity of the situation.

      

      Caroline merely nodded, feeling overwhelmed by the plethora of emotions coursing through her. Fear, gratitude, hope—they all clashed together, leaving her at a loss for words.

      

      He softly told her they were still in the midst of investigating this terrible betrayal. “No matter what,” he vowed, brushing away a stray leaf that had found its way into her hair, “I will keep you safe.”

      

      Their gazes locked, and for a few stolen moments, nothing else mattered. It was just the two of them, united against whatever storm might be brewing on the horizon. The intimate gesture made her heart race. Perhaps there was a chance for love, after all.

      

      Yet, as blissful as this fleeting moment was, Caroline couldn’t shake off an unsettling premonition. A shadow lurking at the edge of her mind. What was coming? Why did her heart race with foreboding? The very uncertainty of it all was the most terrifying part.

      

      A slight gust of wind rustled the nearby trees, emphasizing their solitude. The lake, which usually symbolized tranquility and peace, seemed a tad ominous now.

      

      “We should head back,” William suggested, “and get to the bottom of this.”

      

      Nodding, Caroline agreed. As they made their way back, the mystery of the misdirecting notes was heavy on their minds. The day, which had started out so ordinary, had taken an unexpected twist.
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      The opulent salon, with its intricate wooden panels and rich drapery, was dimly lit by the soft glow of candlelight. It cast an intimate aura, a stark contrast to the raucous laughter and music emanating from the ballroom.

      

      “Can I tempt you with a drink, Weston?” a familiar voice drawled, filled with mischief, as William strolled past a slightly open door in the hallway.

      

      Stopping in his tracks, William glanced back to find the source of the invitation. Pushing the door gently, he spotted Frederick looking rather debonair in his evening attire, standing nonchalantly by the bar.

      

      “It’s never too late for a drink, they say,” William replied, his voice betraying a hint of amusement as he stepped into the cozy room.

      

      He had been intending to retire to his study, but the allure of good company—and perhaps an even better drink—was too tempting to resist. Sauntering over to Frederick, he accepted the proffered glass of amber liquid.

      

      There was a brief lull, a stillness in the air, before Frederick, with a raised eyebrow and an enigmatic expression, asked, “How has my sister been?”

      

      Caught off guard by both the unexpected question and the undercurrent of concern in Frederick’s voice, William hesitated, but just for a heartbeat. After all, it was not unlike Frederick to be forthright.

      

      “My wife is doing quite well, thank you very much,” he responded, hoping his tone would dismiss any unwarranted worries.

      

      Frederick, however, wasn’t easily deterred. “So you think,” he retorted, taking a leisurely sip from his glass.

      

      William’s eyes narrowed slightly. “I beg your pardon?” he responded, the confusion evident in his voice.

      

      Frederick looked straight into William’s eyes. “I only wish for my sister’s happiness, Weston.” The intensity of his gaze betrayed a protective fervor.

      

      William felt a stir of emotions—frustration, fondness, and a fierce resolve. “And I wish for nothing but the same,” he countered earnestly.

      

      A series of memories from their recent moments together flashed before William’s eyes: Caroline’s radiant smile by the lakeside, the delightful sound of her laughter echoing in the wind. He realized how deeply he yearned to be the perennial reason behind that joy.

      

      Frederick’s voice broke through his reverie. “I am not saying this because she is my sister,” he began, his voice gentle yet firm. “But Caroline is a strong woman. Too strong for her own good if you ask me.”

      

      William looked at Frederick, anticipating what he might say next, his hand absentmindedly swirling the drink in his glass. The depth of their conversation, in such an unexpected setting, made him appreciate the intricacies of family ties even more.

      

      The flickering light from the candles danced across the faces of the two men as they engaged in what was steadily becoming a deeply personal conversation. The gilded walls of the opulent room seemed to shrink a little as the weight of Frederick’s words grew heavier.

      

      “This means that even if she’s in pain, she will never show it,” Frederick said, his gaze far away as if reminiscing about past events. “She would rather cry alone than burden the people around her. She would rather lie to hide their faults too…”

      

      His voice grew soft, and there was a vulnerable break to it that William hadn’t heard before. It left a haunting echo in the room, and it tugged at William’s heart. The implications of what Frederick had just shared gnawed at him.

      

      William shifted uncomfortably in his chair, pressing the heel of his boot into the plush carpet. Doubt nagged at him. Did he truly know the depth of his wife’s resilience? Or had he merely seen the surface while the depths remained a mystery?

      

      “I know my wife, Frederick,” William insisted, trying to inject some confidence in his voice. It faltered, betraying a hint of the uncertainty he felt. “And I know not to let her use her strength to harm herself.”

      

      Frederick simply stared, the intensity of his gaze unwavering. “I hope you do,” he replied, the gravity of his tone unmistakable.

      

      The two sat in a temporary silence, save for the ticking of a nearby grandfather clock. It seemed louder than usual. William took another sip from his glass, the liquid failing to quench the sudden dryness in his throat. The weight of the responsibility pressed down on him, his duty clear yet daunting.

      

      Suddenly, Frederick’s demeanor changed, like a cloud passing in front of the sun. “You are a good man, Weston,” he remarked, offering a rare smile.

      

      Taken aback by this unexpected shift in mood, William blinked, questioning if Frederick had imbibed a bit too much. Praise from him was like seeing a blue moon.

      

      “And that is why I trust you with my sister’s happiness,” Frederick continued, further surprising William.

      

      With a nod, William accepted the compliment, but the conversation took another turn.

      

      “I do hope the race season won’t be a disappointment. Not after we journeyed all the way,” mused Frederick.

      

      William leaned back, appreciating the change in topic. “Safety is my priority. Once I can assure that, you will all have your pockets bleeding on the grounds,” he replied with a hint of jest.

      

      Frederick laughed. “Oh, I shall play it safe this time. And that means keeping the Earl as far away from the betting stations as possible.”

      

      Yet, behind that laughter, William knew the struggles the Beckett family endured. The Caroway finances were fragile, and Frederick’s continuous efforts to keep their family afloat were commendable. William had extended his assistance multiple times, but pride often stood in the way of acceptance.

      

      Still, hoping against hope, he made the offer again, and this time, to his pleasant astonishment, Frederick accepted.

      

      The world of horse breeding had always fascinated William, and he decided to introduce his brother-in-law to it. As he detailed the intricacies of the business, Frederick’s eyes shimmered with a newfound interest. Their talk didn’t stop at horses. The ever-evolving technological landscape, with the pressing need for better and more efficient milling technology, had opened up a myriad of possibilities.

      

      “There’s this Polish researcher, an engineer,” William began, excitement audible in his voice. “If the discussions bear fruit, we could be at the forefront, providing the Crown with the most advanced milling technology.”

      

      Frederick leaned in, absorbing every detail. The conversation flowed effortlessly, and William couldn’t help but feel an immense sense of satisfaction at his brother-in-law’s newfound enthusiasm.

      

      As the days passed, the once-dormant halls of the household buzzed with life. With the much-awaited races on the horizon, preparations were in full swing. Frederick, to William’s delight, was right at the heart of it. There was a spring in his step, an enthusiasm that mirrored that of Gustav’s, which William hadn’t seen in quite a while.

      

      Race day dawned, bringing with it an atmosphere of anticipation. The event went off without a hitch, much to everyone’s delight. The laughter, the cheer, the thundering hooves—it was a day to remember.

      

      The grand ball that evening was the cherry on top. Gowns swayed and shoes clicked as couples twirled in harmonious dance. In the midst of this splendid celebration, Caroline’s voice rang out, capturing everyone’s attention.

      

      Standing tall and elegant, William couldn’t contain his pride as he looked upon his wife. Her announcement, however, caught everyone off guard. Selina with a performance?

      

      As his sister took the stage, William caught a glimpse of the nervous flutter in her eyes, but his reassuring smile seemed to work wonders as her countenance shifted. And when her fingers finally danced across the keys of the pianoforte, it was as though the entire room was enveloped in magic.

      

      The melody was familiar, a piece that had once echoed through their home. His mother’s composition. Memories of a time when the world seemed simpler, of a young William, lost in the enchantment of his mother’s music, flooded back.

      

      Selina played beautifully, her rendition tugging at the heartstrings of all present. William was transported back in time, feeling the warm embrace of nostalgia. And as the final note lingered in the air, he realized that while times may change, some memories remain eternally etched in the heart.

      

      Amidst the murmurs of admiration and polite applause, William stood there, his eyes fixed on the stage. Selina playing with such emotion, and now, to top it all off, Antoine’s baritone harmonized with the melody. It was a pleasant surprise that no one had seen coming.

      

      Gustav stood just as riveted beside him.

      

      “You never mentioned Antoine’s talent,” William remarked, trying to pull himself from the enchantment the performance was weaving.

      

      Gustav chuckled, shaking his head. “It was merely something he did in his free time. I hadn’t the faintest idea he’d taken it this far,” he admitted. There was a glint of fraternal pride in his eyes that William could not miss.

      

      The duo’s chemistry was palpable. Each seemed to draw strength from the other, their harmony a testament to the bond they shared, be it of friendship or of music.

      

      Caroline leaned in with a mischievous glint in her eyes. “You gentlemen rarely notice anything until it’s put right before you, do you?” she teased, echoing the sentiment of probably every lady in the room.

      

      The room was filled with loud applause and praise when the performance concluded. The guests, particularly those who’d attended the earlier musicales hosted by the late Duchess, were filled with nostalgia.

      

      “You’ve certainly inherited the late Duchess’s talent,” an elderly lady remarked to Selina, reminiscing the glorious days of musical galas under the late Duchess’s patronage.

      

      Another gentleman chimed in, “I daresay I’ve never seen such flair in someone so young!”

      

      Selina’s eyes sparkled with gratitude and maybe a little bit of relief. William could tell that her performance meant a lot to her.

      

      Once the wave of admirers had ebbed a little, William approached his sister. “Selina,” he began, his eyes soft with affection, “that was brilliant.”

      

      A bashful smile tugged at her lips. “You really think so?”

      

      He scoffed playfully, “Do you even need to ask?”

      

      A small furrow appeared on her brow. “I was unsure about the piece I chose. I thought… it might stir some memories best left untouched.”

      

      He gently patted her head, his smile reassuring. “You’ve done her proud today. And you’ve made me immensely happy. Thank you.”

      

      Her eyes, shining with unshed tears, met his, and at that moment, the bond between the siblings was evident to anyone who cared to look.

      

      Antoine gracefully made his way toward William and Selina, his cheeks flushed from the attention and the overwhelming response. His eyes briefly met Selina’s, and William didn’t miss the fleeting exchange that sparked between the two.

      

      “Bravo, Antoine,” William congratulated him, extending a hand.

      

      Antoine took it with a firm grasp. “Thank you, Your Grace. It was a pleasure.”

      

      William raised an eyebrow as he caught his sister fidgeting with her dress, her gaze lowered to the ground. “Seems the performance has caused quite a rosy glow in some cheeks,” he teased Selina, his voice low so only she could hear.

      

      Selina’s face turned an even deeper shade of crimson. “William!” she chided in a hushed tone, glancing shyly at Antoine, who seemed to be pretending not to hear.

      

      The evening eventually wound down, with guests offering their final salutations and making their way home. As the doors closed behind the last one, a palpable relief settled on the residents of the house.

      

      Seizing the opportunity for a quiet moment, William took Caroline’s delicate hand in his and led her to the sanctuary of his study.

      

      “Caroline,” he began, but she interjected.

      

      “I just wanted everything to be perfect,” she said, her face a mix of fatigue and satisfaction.

      

      He chuckled at her predictability. “Forever the modest one, aren’t you?”

      

      Her lips curved into a smile. “It made me so happy to see you enjoy tonight, especially Selina’s performance. She did it all for you, you know. She wanted to make you proud.”

      

      William felt a warmth spread through him. “I was more than proud, Caroline. It was a perfect evening. Thanks to you.”

      

      She arched her eyebrow playfully. “To me?”

      

      He stepped closer, the intensity of the moment palpable. “Thank you for entering my world, Caroline.”

      

      She looked at him, startled by the depth of his admission. The vulnerability in his eyes touched something deep within her.

      

      He hesitated, swallowing hard, torn between baring his feelings and protecting his heart. With a soft sigh, he cupped her face. “Caroline, when I say you’re my life partner, I mean it in every sense.”

      

      She blinked, the weight of his words sinking in. She could see the hope in his eyes but also the fear. “Life partner?”

      

      He nodded slowly. “Yes. You’re my wife, my confidante, the one I want beside me, always.”

      

      Her eyes shimmered with unspoken emotions. There were so many things she wanted to say, words that teetered on the tip of her tongue, but the weight of the past and the uncertainty of the future held her back.

      

      He pulled her close, trying to bridge the distance that words sometimes couldn’t. They held onto each other, finding solace in the shared silence, each lost in their own thoughts.

      

      After a long pause, her voice barely above a whisper, she said, “Oh, William, if only feelings could be molded as easily as clay.”

      

      William’s face reflected genuine confusion, and Caroline could sense his growing distress as she broached the topic. She had agonized for days, torturing herself with what she believed to be true. Now, facing him, she hesitated. But it was too late to turn back. She had to know.

      

      “What do you mean?” His voice was laced with concern, each word deepening the crease on his forehead.

      

      She took a deep breath, meeting his gaze but not holding it, her eyes flitting away as she spoke. “I know why you do not want me, William,” she whispered, her voice quivering with uncertainty.

      

      He blinked, taken aback, a cold chill racing down his spine. “Caroline—” he started, but she continued.

      

      “I know you’re in love.” Her voice was barely audible, breaking his heart.

      

      And as she uttered the next words, his world seemed to tilt on its axis. “Y—you’re in love with Joanna Stuart.”

      

      His mind raced. Joanna? How? Why?

      

      “What?” The word escaped him, both a question and a denial.

      

      “I have noticed, William.” Caroline’s voice was firmer now, her eyes glistening with unshed tears. “She’s been with you for years.”

      

      “That doesn’t mean anything,” he retorted, his mind still trying to grasp her allegations. “Miss Stuart is just Selina’s governess. Our paths rarely even cross.”

      

      Caroline’s face clouded with uncertainty. “Then why does she have your handkerchief?”

      

      William frowned, trying to recall, and then it clicked. He had offered his handkerchief to a distraught Joanna when he had come across her crying. It had been a mere act of kindness, nothing more.

      

      “I gave it to her on a day she was upset,” he tried to explain, hoping Caroline would understand the innocent gesture.

      

      She looked at him, her eyes searching for truth, hoping that the seeds of doubt she’d allowed to grow in her heart were unfounded.

      

      He cupped her face gently, his eyes dark with a cocktail of emotions—pain, love, confusion, and frustration. “Caroline, it was merely an act of kindness.”

      

      She sighed, the weight of her suspicions lifting, but the heaviness of guilt settling in. “Oh, William,” she murmured, “I’m sorry.”

      

      He pulled her into a reassuring embrace, letting the silence speak for the storm of emotions they both felt.

      

      William gazed at Caroline, searching her eyes, wanting her to understand the depth of his feelings. “I have no affections for Miss Stuart, Caroline,” he said, the sincerity in his voice palpable.

      

      The weight of his emotions was heavy in his heart, but he wasn’t sure if he could voice them aloud yet.

      

      “I have no affection for any woman but you,” he added silently, willing her to somehow hear the silent confession.

      

      Caroline blinked, taking a moment to process his words. A sea of emotions swirled within her, causing her voice to quaver slightly. “I didn’t know. I thought…” she trailed off, a hint of embarrassment in her voice.

      

      William took a step closer, reaching for her hand. “Now you know,” he said, his voice firm yet gentle.

      

      A light of realization and relief flickered across her features. The misunderstanding was clear, but the pain and hurt of it all still lingered.

      

      However, behind William’s calm demeanor was a scar, a painful memory of his father’s indiscretions. And though Caroline’s accusations were unintentional, they had pricked at that old wound. Being compared to his father, even indirectly, was a harsh reminder of a past he longed to keep buried.
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      Caroline, her cheeks still warm from the playful banter with Selina, brushed a stray hair behind her ear. The night seemed full of surprises, and she wondered what brought Millie, her trusted maid, to her chambers at such a late hour.

      

      “Apologies for the intrusion, Your Grace,” Millie began, wringing her hands nervously.

      

      Caroline raised her hand, signaling for Millie to calm herself. “No need for formalities, Millie. Is something amiss?”

      

      The maid hesitated a moment, casting her eyes downwards. “I merely wanted to inquire if everything is all right between you and His Grace. After the dinner, there were whispers among the staff about a certain… misunderstanding.”

      

      Caroline sighed, realizing the reach of the manor’s gossip mill. “Oh, Millie,” she breathed, her voice weary. “It was a small matter. Something that William and I need to address between ourselves. But thank you for your concern.”

      

      Millie nodded, the relief evident on her face. “I am glad to hear that. The staff holds both of you in high regard. We only wish for your happiness.”

      

      Caroline smiled warmly, touched by the maid’s loyalty and concern. “We appreciate that, Millie. Now, go and get some rest.”

      

      With a small curtsy and a whispered “Goodnight,” Millie left the room.

      

      As Caroline reclined on her bed, the weight of the day settled in. Her conversation with William, Selina’s playful teasing, and now Millie’s concern—it was all a testament to the complex tapestry of relationships and emotions in their household. With a deep breath, she closed her eyes, hoping for a better, more harmonious tomorrow.

      

      Caroline blinked in the dim light, holding the novel that had been surreptitiously tucked beneath her covers. Its spine felt familiar, and as she tilted it to catch the sliver of moonlight filtering through the curtains, she recognized the title. It was one of her favorites from her childhood, a romance she’d read and reread until the pages were nearly worn through.

      

      She couldn’t recall the last time she’d seen this particular copy, and for a moment, she felt a pang of nostalgia, remembering the hours spent in her childhood room, lost in its pages.

      

      “I wonder how this got here,” she murmured, leafing through the pages. To her surprise, a note fell out, landing softly on her lap.

      

      Caroline picked it up and squinted, trying to make out the handwriting. It was neat and unmistakably male.

      

      For the evenings when I am away, and you seek a tale of love that conquers all obstacles.

      

      Always,

      

      W.

      

      A warmth spread through her chest. So, it was William’s doing. He had remembered her mentioning the book in passing once. Perhaps during one of their rare moments of shared vulnerability.

      

      She clutched the note to her chest, touched by his thoughtful gesture. Maybe her mother was right. Maybe there was more to William’s feelings than she had dared to hope for.

      

      With a renewed sense of peace, Caroline nestled deeper into her covers, clutching the novel close. She decided she would begin rereading the book tomorrow. Tonight, she wanted to dwell on the present, cherishing the newfound hope that love, in its own time, might truly find a way.

      

      She closed her eyes, the soft rustle of the sheets lulling her to sleep, the note from William kept safely under her pillow.

      

      The following night, as Caroline carefully adjusted the pillows behind her as she prepared to get into bed, her gaze landed on the nightstand where the beautifully bound book William had gifted her rested. She traced the intricate gold leaf pattern on its spine with her fingertips. The sight made her wonder if there were more of its kind in the library. The Duke had quite the collection, after all.

      

      A whisper of intrigue tickled at the edges of her mind, urging her to explore. Her curiosity eventually got the better of her. With a soft sigh, she gained her feet, hastily donning her soft, lace-trimmed dressing gown.

      

      Approaching the door, the dim light of the hallway beckoned her forward. Her fingers, initially reaching for a modest single candle, hesitated. With a slight smile recalling a shared moment with William, she decisively plucked the candelabra next to it instead. The warm, flickering light of multiple candles bathed her in a comforting glow, making her smile widen at the memory that influenced her choice.

      

      With careful steps, she found her way to the library, the grand double doors slightly ajar. The familiar scent of leather and parchment welcomed her, but there was something else, something unexpected: the gentle clinking of glass.

      

      Caroline was surprised to hear movement in the vast room this late. The muffled sounds hinted at someone’s presence, but it was odd they did not use any light, especially as they seemed to be fiddling about by the liquor cabinet.

      

      Her curiosity piqued, she held up her candelabra higher, casting long shadows across the room. As her gaze adjusted, it landed on the tall, unmistakable silhouette of her husband.

      

      William, with his broad shoulders and refined posture, was pouring himself a drink.

      

      She hesitated, watching him for a moment. Something about his demeanor unsettled her, a kind of vulnerability she rarely saw in him. And when he turned, catching her eye, the depth of melancholy in his gaze was unmistakable. It felt as though a vice tightened around her heart, the concern and alarm bubbling within her.

      

      “Are you all right, William?” she ventured gently, placing the candelabra on a nearby mahogany table, the dancing flames illuminating the concern in her eyes.

      

      For a moment, he looked as though he hadn’t heard her, lost in his thoughts. But then, he seemed to shake himself out of his reverie. Without a word, he poured a second glass, handing it to her, their fingers brushing briefly. A shiver ran up her spine at the fleeting contact. They sat in silence for a while, the only sound being the soft crackling of the fireplace.

      

      Finally, with a deep sigh, he began, “My entire life I’ve tried to keep memories of my father in the shadows. I’d promised to be a better man. A different man…” His voice was thick with emotion.

      

      She listened intently, her heart aching for him.

      

      “I’d vowed not to put my wife through what he’d forced my mother to bear. In the end, I swore off marriage completely. Alas, fate had different plans for me. Which I accepted,” he explained, taking a slow sip of his drink, his face reflecting the rawness of his emotions.

      

      Caroline felt a mixture of surprise and pain, the weight of his words pressing down on her. She reached out, her fingers seeking his. “William,” she whispered, her voice laced with concern and a plea for understanding.

      

      Was this the reason behind their marriage? Was he regretting choosing her? The mere thought threatened to shatter her from within. She clutched his hand tighter, searching his face for answers.

      

      But before she could voice her fears, he met her gaze squarely, the intensity of his eyes piercing her soul. “I didn’t mean what I just said in the way you might think. Please, believe me.”

      

      The drawing room was enveloped in a subdued quietude, the thick draperies absorbing any sounds from the world outside. The orange glow of the fireplace added a warm touch to the scene. William’s voice, laden with pain and reflection, reverberated in the silence.

      

      “Joanna is not my kept woman, Caroline. I have no sentiments for her whatsoever. I am not my father,” he declared, a deep furrow appearing between his brows, each word uttered as if it cost him a great deal.

      

      Caroline felt as if a cold wind had swept through her, chilling her to her bone. Realization struck with the force of a thunderbolt. The weight of her errors seemed tangible, pressing heavily on her chest. She was the cause of his pain right now. Her unfounded suspicions and accusations about Joanna had undoubtedly brought back traumatic memories for him, unlocked fears he’d kept hidden away so diligently.

      

      Oh, dear…

      

      She took a moment, her throat tightening as she tried to find her voice. “I know, William. I’d made a mistake by assuming,” she apologized, her gaze dropping in shame.

      

      His eyes, which had always seemed so strong and unwavering, now mirrored a deep-seated pain. “Father was an abusive man,” he whispered, the memories clearly tormenting him. “And it wasn’t physical what he put Mother through. He made her hate herself. She was his puppet. Always thought herself the problem. Made her blame herself for everything. And don’t even get me started on his neglect… Mother lost her smile…”

      

      She could barely breathe, her heart racing as she listened. The gravity of what he shared squeezed her insides. Caroline’s fingers, seeking comfort, wrapped around his. Their joined hands were a testament to their unity amidst the storm of the past.

      

      Understanding dawned on her, the pieces of a puzzle she hadn’t known existed fitting perfectly together. Mrs. Pepton’s sheer disdain for the late Duke. William’s silence on the topic of his father. The story was unfolding, and the picture wasn’t pretty.

      

      “And just when we all thought her misery was at its peak, Selina came into the picture. A grand way to repay his wife for her years of pain, eh?” He gave a bitter, humorless laugh. “Nevertheless, that innocent child was love. Mother wanted to love her. She did eventually, in silence…” His voice wavered, nearly breaking.

      

      Her chest ached. “William, I am so, so sorry,” she whispered, anguish evident in her tone.

      

      He shook his head gently. “It isn’t your fault.”

      

      “No. But I resurrected those memories tonight. I shouldn’t have been so presumptuous.”

      

      He halted her with a firm tone. “Caroline, I’ve chosen to share this. Some memories might have come forth tonight, but I’ve longed to free myself from this past. To be open with you.”

      

      His sincere gaze locked onto hers. “You did me a favor. Thank you,” he murmured, drawing her hand to his lips and pressing a tender kiss to her knuckles.

      

      Tears glistened in Caroline’s eyes. She offered a fragile smile, her heart heavy yet warmed by the intimacy of the moment. “You are not your father, William,” she asserted, her voice full of conviction. “You never were and never will be.”

      

      His embrace was gentle yet fierce. “So long as I have you by my side,” he whispered, pulling her close.

      

      Feeling his heartbeat against hers, she wanted nothing more than to let the world fade away. But, even in this tender moment, a niggling doubt persisted. There was something about Joanna that still perturbed her.

      

      For the life of her, Caroline could not understand why she was feeling that way.
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      The sun was high in the sky, pouring a golden hue over the vast estate. The house, always buzzing with activities in the wake of the upcoming races, was particularly alive that morning. The muted sounds of laughter and chatter drifted through the grand hallways. Amidst all this, Caroline found herself outside Joanna’s bedroom door. The uncertainty of their last interaction still weighed on her mind.

      

      After taking a deep breath, she rapped lightly on the door.

      

      She waited for an answer before letting herself in.

      

      Joanna looked up from her desk, her eyes widening a tad. “Your Grace,” she uttered, a tone of surprise evident. “To what do I owe the pleasure?” Her voice was neutral, a hint of curiosity lingering in her eyes.

      

      “Just a friend checking in,” Caroline said, her voice warm as she offered a sincere smile. She noticed Joanna’s room was impeccably tidy. “With the events going on, it is quite tedious for everyone,” she commented, hoping to break the ice.

      

      Joanna’s expression transformed. “On the contrary, my excitement leaves no room for tedium,” she enthused, a genuine happiness radiating from her.

      

      Caroline’s mind immediately flashed back to William’s words. His praises for Joanna’s zest for the races. She was glad that the governess had found a distraction, especially given her previous unsettling demeanor.

      

      Hesitant yet determined to offer support, Caroline sought a gentle approach. “I am glad to see you enjoying the races, Joanna,” she remarked.

      

      Joanna’s eyes sparkled. “Oh, it’s a lovely first-time experience. Now, I know that my parents weren’t exaggerating whenever they’d gushed about the races,” she reminisced.

      

      Seeing an opening, Caroline ventured cautiously, “Speaking of your parents…” Her voice tapered off a little, wary of the young woman’s reaction. “Would you like to visit them? And your sister too?”

      

      Perhaps Joanna’s anxieties stemmed from homesickness?

      

      The response was sharp and unexpected.

      

      “No,” Joanna snapped.

      

      Caroline, taken aback, met the governess’s eyes, now filled with a mix of regret and something she couldn’t quite identify.

      

      “My apologies, Your Grace,” Joanna whispered. “What I meant to say is that there are other priorities.”

      

      “But surely family takes precedence,” Caroline persisted gently, her concern genuine. “I’m sure you miss them. If you ever feel the need to visit, you can let us know. We would completely understand.”

      

      For a brief moment, a storm of emotions raged across Joanna’s face, leaving Caroline more bewildered than before.

      

      Joanna took a deep breath, seemingly gathering her thoughts. “I appreciate the gesture, Your Grace, but with the races going on at the moment, there is quite a bit to do. I shan’t be taking a break anytime soon,” she declared.

      

      Caroline blinked, taken aback by the finality in her tone. And though the words were polite, there was a distinct undertone that made Caroline feel like she had stepped into forbidden territory.

      

      Caroline took a breath, adjusting the pleats of her dress. “Very well then,” she acquiesced. The shadows of the room seemed to elongate, playing tricks with the evening light. “The offer will always be open,” she stated generously, the sincerity evident in her tone.

      

      But as she moved gracefully toward the door, an inexplicable feeling urged her to pause. She turned back to Joanna, her earnest eyes searching for answers that had eluded her so far. Damned subtlety, indeed. Her heart demanded clarity, her worries refusing to be pushed to the back of her mind any longer.

      

      “Are you all right, Joanna?” The simple question carried with it layers of genuine concern.

      

      Joanna, for a split second, appeared caught off guard. Her delicate brows knit together in a brief moment of vulnerability before smoothing over. She met Caroline’s gaze with a calmness that only deepened Caroline’s intrigue.

      

      “Just all right, Your Grace. Thank you.” Her voice had a practiced neutrality to it.

      

      Caroline, unable to restrain her growing concern, pressed on, “Pardon my nosiness, but you seem a bit distant lately. I cannot help but think that perhaps there’s something bothering you?”

      

      Joanna’s lips then curved into a gentle smile, one that touched her eyes but didn’t quite reach her soul. “How perceptive of you, Your Grace,” she acknowledged. “I’d been unwell with a slight cold, but now, I’m all healed. And truly, with the races going on, I doubt if there’s anything that could bring me down. I’ve never been better,” she asserted, her tone light.

      

      The assurance in Joanna’s voice was clear, yet a nagging uncertainty remained. Caroline nodded and returned her smile, but as she finally exited the room, the weight of uncertainty persisted.

      

      Days soon turned into a whirlwind of laughter, galloping hooves, and cheering crowds. The estate was alive with the spirit of the race season. Visitors from near and far gathered, making it one of the most memorable times the estate had ever seen.

      

      As the excitement waned and the season drew to an end, the day came for Caroline’s parents to depart. She could feel the inevitable pang of their absence already.

      

      “You two made excellent hosts,” Lord Caroway commented affectionately, pulling her into a warm embrace. Drawing back, his eyes flitted between her and William. “We appreciate the fond memories you made for us here.”

      

      William, looking dapper and refined, stepped forward, the afternoon sun illuminating his features. “It is us who feel honored, Lord Caroway,” he expressed sincerely, his tone filled with gratitude. “You journeyed all this way and trusted us despite the unpredictable beginnings we had.”

      

      Frederick nodded, his own experiences with William evident in his appreciative smile. “It’s been a pleasure, Weston.”

      

      The mutual respect between the two men was evident, and Caroline’s heart swelled with pride and gratitude.

      

      It was evident that the bonds formed during this time were not fleeting but carved deep, promising lasting relationships for the days to come.

      

      As the sun cast golden rays across the courtyard, Caroline felt the familiar warmth of her mother’s arms enveloping her. The scent of her mother’s rose perfume filled her nostrils, a comforting reminder of countless embraces from childhood.

      

      “Caroline, darling, I am going to miss you,” Lady Caroway murmured, her voice filled with a tender melancholy that only a mother’s heart truly understands.

      

      Tears threatened, and Caroline held her mother tighter, drawing strength from the embrace. The raw emotion made her voice quiver when she whispered, “I already miss you, Mama.”

      

      From the sidelines, her father’s playful voice rang out, a hint of feigned indignation evident. “What about me?”

      

      With a grin, Caroline replied, “And, of course, you too, Papa.”

      

      Their familial banter was met with mirth-filled laughter, an underlying sentiment of deep-seated affection resonating in the air.

      

      Lord Caroway, ever the cheeky father, winked at her. “Fret not, Caroline, dear,” he said, mischief coloring his words. “We’ll be returning soon, I’m sure.”

      

      His gaze, full of teasing implication, dropped to her waist before darting back to meet her eyes.

      

      Caroline’s heart skipped a beat, the meaning of his glance not lost on her. Her mother, ever the keen observer, offered a knowing smile. As the realization of her father’s hint washed over her, Caroline’s cheeks flushed a delightful shade of rose.

      

      Frederick stepped forward, the solemnity of his gaze belying the grin playing at the corners of his mouth. “You take care of yourself, Sister,” he said, planting a chaste kiss on her rosy cheek, sealing their bond of sibling love.

      

      The partings were made all the more poignant by the antics of Ashes, who had developed a fondness for Hannah during their stay. The tabby’s stubborn refusal to leave Hannah’s side brought a touch of humor to the tearful farewells. Indeed, it took quite the effort to extricate the feline from the luxurious cushions of the carriage, much to the amusement of those present.

      

      “It appears as though I have competition now,” Selina remarked with a playful roll of her eyes, gently cradling the disgruntled cat in her arms. Her comment elicited a round of gentle laughter, lightening the mood of the somber occasion.

      

      The next afternoon, with the house feeling eerily silent after the boisterous events of the previous days, Caroline found herself in her study. The familiar room seemed to hold echoes of countless memories.

      

      At the center of her mahogany desk, a curious letter lay, its presence immediately piquing her interest. Amid the soft glow of sunlight streaming in through the lace curtains of her study, Caroline delicately unfolded the letter. The familiar, elegant handwriting of her mother’s script danced before her eyes. An unexpected pleasure, she mused, reflecting on the swiftness of the express mail’s delivery.

      

      However, the cheerful reflections quickly faded, replaced by an oppressive weight as the devastating words of the letter relayed a tale of woe. Her vision blurred, and the world dimmed as she read the horrifying account of the carriage accident and her father’s grave condition.

      

      The once comforting surroundings of the room now seemed cold and foreign. Tears, hot and relentless, threatened to spill as her hands trembled with the dread of the news. The steady rhythm of her heart stumbled into a frantic beat. Instinctively, Caroline’s thoughts flew to William, craving his support and steadiness. But alas, he was attending to matters on the estate, far from her immediate reach.

      

      Though her mind was clouded by shock, Caroline’s instincts were crystal clear—she must leave for London immediately. Her hands moved with a shaky urgency, penning a note to William, pouring her anguish onto the paper. The letter was too critical, too heart-wrenching to be left among the mundane correspondence on his desk.

      

      With the letter in hand, she navigated the eerily silent halls, yearning for the presence of a familiar face. The usually bustling household was oddly quiet, and every corner she turned only heightened her anxiety.

      

      Joanna’s voice, cutting through the silence, was a beacon of relief. “Is all well, Your Grace?”

      

      The governess’s question came from a place of genuine concern.

      

      Caroline didn’t have time to answer. Instead, she handed over the letter, urgency in her voice. “It’s for William. He should get it immediately. I need to get to town at once.”

      

      As she draped the first coat she could find over her shoulders, she felt the weight of urgency pressing upon her. The stable hands hurriedly prepared a carriage for her as she urged them to be swift.

      

      On her journey, each tick of the carriage wheels seemed to resonate with the thud of her anxious heart. Lost in a whirl of prayers and memories, the unshed tears she’d been battling finally broke free, their scalding path marking the depths of her grief.

      

      But her emotional turmoil was soon disrupted. A sudden jerk of the carriage, a momentary imbalance, and the sound of startled horses disrupted her thoughts. As her heart raced anew, the door was forcefully flung open.

      

      “There she is!” a gruff voice declared.

      

      The sinister sight of a masked man loomed over her, casting a shadow of dread.

      

      In that chilling moment, the world tilted off its axis for Caroline, and she plunged into a realm of uncertainty and danger.
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      William was exhausted, his muscles protesting every step after a long day of tending to estate matters, but the prospect of a warm meal and Caroline’s lilting laughter over dinner quickened his stride. The allure of her company was a balm for every weariness he bore. She was his north star, his anchor, and every stolen moment with her became a cherished memory.

      

      However, her absence from the usual places was a mild surprise that slowly built into anxiety. Caroline always had a predictable rhythm to her day, so to not find her in the bedroom or study was uncommon. He sought Mrs. Pepton, a trustworthy presence who often knew the ins and outs of household matters, but she too was unaware.

      

      It was then that Miss Stuart, always so well-composed and stoic, came forward. The simple sight of a letter in her hands had initially granted William a fleeting moment of relief, but when he unfurled the delicate paper and Caroline’s script came into view, the message it conveyed was a nightmare. His world crashed, shrouding him in disbelief.

      

      How could the very love of his life pen such agonizing words? Every sentence pierced his heart, the written pain far exceeding any physical exhaustion he felt. Her words were daggers, and with each line, he felt as if she were pulling further away.

      

      The biting irony wasn’t lost on him. That very morning, their shared laughter and teasing had painted a picture of marital bliss. The anguish swelling in him begged to know why she’d chosen to erase that picture.

      

      Struggling to retain some semblance of composure, William questioned Miss Stuart further, needing any tidbit of information. Every piece of the puzzle was crucial to understanding Caroline’s abrupt decision.

      

      And as the butler made his way to the stables, William’s heart raced. He hoped, against all odds, that some clue might lead him back to his beloved wife and unravel the mystery of her sudden flight.

      

      Selina appeared then, and the confusion in her gaze mirrored William’s own. She sought answers as she exchanged a look with her brother. The hushed murmurs and alarmed faces around them spoke volumes.

      

      Having already confided in William that morning, Selina’s recollection served as a contradiction to the letter’s implications. The version of Caroline she’d seen just hours ago had shown no intention of leaving. And she, too, was in disbelief.

      

      William’s exasperated cry echoed the frustration building inside him. The home they’d lovingly built was becoming a riddle, every corner, every servant holding a piece of the puzzle, and the weight of Caroline’s mysterious departure was proving too heavy to bear.

      

      Miss Stuart’s comment was uncharacteristic, her usual reserved demeanor replaced by a strange curiosity. William felt a sudden pang of regret for crumpling the letter—Caroline’s last known words to him—but it was hard to suppress the tumult of emotions.

      

      As he began his search, William’s heart raced. Every corner of the house, every forgotten corridor, was a place where he hoped to find answers. The scene in Caroline’s chambers only further exacerbated his unease. Everything was in place—her brushes, her books, even the rose-hued gown she’d admired just the other day. This wasn’t the room of someone who’d planned to leave.

      

      When the news from the stables reached him, another wave of confusion hit. Why would she leave in a Weston carriage if she truly intended to disappear? Every revelation felt like a contradiction, weaving an ever more intricate web.

      

      With a newfound ray of hope, William was ready to chase after his wife. He felt the weight of responsibility as the Duke, the urge to protect and find Caroline, whatever it took, but just as he was setting off on this quest, the entrance of Gustav added yet another twist to the tale.

      

      The highway stretched ahead, a vast expanse of possibility and danger. As the evening sun began its descent, casting long shadows upon the well-worn path, William galloped forward with his loyal friend Gustav by his side. The urgency of their journey was evident in their unwavering pace. William’s heart was burdened with worry, and he shot an imploring look skyward, silently begging for Caroline’s safety.

      

      As they rounded a bend, a most harrowing sight met William’s eyes. There, off to the side, was the familiar outline of a Weston carriage. But it wasn’t the familiar family crest that captured his attention, it was the menacing figures surrounding it.

      

      With barely a moment’s hesitation, William leaped from his horse, his feet hitting the ground with determined force. One of the brigands, masked and looking every bit the villain from the tales told in drawing rooms, lunged at him, but William, using the man’s cumbersome size against him, evaded the swing and retaliated, sending the ruffian sprawling in the dirt.

      

      Beside him, Gustav met his opponent with fierce determination. Every move was precise, every swing of a fist or parry of a blade dictated by years of training.

      

      But as Gustav was engrossed, another threat emerged. The third brigand, seeing an opportunity, made for the carriage, his eager hands reaching for the door.

      

      “There she is!”

      

      The glee in his voice was evident, and William’s heart lurched.

      

      Acting on instinct, William lunged, interrupting the man’s triumph with a swift punch. The brigand reeled, cursing and bleeding, but soon brandished a wicked blad glinting in the dying light. The dance of danger began as William artfully dodged, fully aware of the pistol at his side but knowing it was too risky to reach for it now.

      

      The commotion drew Caroline from the carriage. Her eyes wide with terror, she took in the scene, her heart pounding. “William!” she exclaimed.

      

      His attention momentarily divided, William yelled back, “Stay back, Caroline!”

      

      Her voice wavered with concern. “But you’re unarmed!”

      

      Their emotional exchange was punctuated by the sounds of Gustav’s continuing skirmish. The once tranquil highway had transformed into a battlefield of love, loyalty, and bravery.

      

      The scene before him was the very epitome of chaos. As William tried to maintain his focus, a fleeting image caught the corner of his eye. Caroline, defiant and determined, was moving closer, and he felt a surge of both admiration and alarm for his resilient wife.

      

      “Caroline!” he shouted, but the urgency in his voice only managed to add to the bedlam.

      

      As the brigand’s blade tore through the fabric of his jacket, William’s heart raced with a combination of relief and rage. Relief that the blade had spared his flesh and rage at the danger Caroline was now in.

      

      “Thought you could distract me?” the brigand jeered, his laughter cold and unsettling. And then, in a heartbeat, his intent shifted toward Caroline.

      

      William, driven by sheer primal instinct, launched himself at the man, their combined momentum sending them crashing to the ground. The dirt beneath them billowed up, clouding the scene in a gritty haze. The blade, the instrument of his terror, was dislodged and lay forgotten.

      

      The fight became intensely personal, with William’s desperate strength pitted against the brigand’s sheer malevolence. As the brigand’s fingers sought and found William’s throat, pressing in with cruel intent, a haze began to cloud William’s vision, each gasp for breath a battle in itself.

      

      But then, a sudden sound, a distinct thud, changed the course of the battle. The weight of the brigand, which had felt like a crushing mountain, lifted suddenly. William, drawing in ragged breaths, turned to see Caroline standing valiantly, a rock in her hand, its rough surface stained with the brigand’s blood.

      

      “Caroline,” William rasped, the words a whisper as he pulled her to him.

      

      They both stared at the fallen man, the weight of what had just transpired evident in their wide eyes.

      

      Caroline’s voice trembled. “Oh my God, I’ve killed him.”

      

      William, his fingers shaking with adrenaline, quickly checked the man’s pulse. It was faint but present. The man would live.

      

      “He’s alive, Caroline,” he breathed, his voice thick with emotion.

      

      With Gustav and the coachman securing the final brigand, the tumultuous scene began to come to an end. Yet, for William and Caroline, the ordeal had only drawn them closer.

      

      He pulled her to him, the world momentarily forgotten. Their lips met in a kiss filled with longing, relief, and appreciation.

      

      William’s gaze bored into her, his voice thick and husky with an urgency that seemed to permeate the very air around them. “Don’t you ever leave me,” he whispered, each word laden with the raw emotion that tightened his throat and made his eyes glisten with unshed tears. His chest heaved, battling the years of walls he’d built around his heart. “I love you, Caroline,” he confessed, the weight of his vulnerability weighing heavy on his words.

      

      Caroline stared up at him, caught off guard, her breath caught in her throat. Tears shimmered in her eyes, making the soft blue of her irises appear even more vivid. The disbelief in her gaze tugged at his heartstrings. “You do?” she asked, her voice wavering as if grappling with a dream she had never dared to believe would come true.

      

      “Oh, William,” she whispered, clinging to him, seeking solace in his embrace, her fingers curling into the fabric of his coat. “I love you too,” she murmured against his lips, filling his world with a happiness he had never thought he’d find.

      

      But as he pulled back, lost in the moment, she suddenly pulled away, her face wrought with a fresh urgency. “I need to get to town, William. My father is dying.” Her voice trembled with worry.

      

      The sudden shift left him bewildered. He gripped her shoulders, trying to steady both her and himself. “What do you mean?” he asked, his brows furrowing in confusion.

      

      She hastily pulled out a crumpled letter, handing it to him. As she recounted her morning, including the note she’d supposedly left with Miss Stuart, William felt a chill creep down his spine. He pulled out the letter he’d received earlier, carefully unfolding it and showing it to her.

      

      “I never wrote this,” Caroline said, her voice rising in horror and disbelief.

      

      His eyes darted between Caroline and the letter. While at first glance the script appeared familiar, a closer inspection revealed subtle discrepancies that he should have noticed earlier. His fingers traced the elegant loops and swirls, stopping at the slight variation in the tailing of the letter n. A memory of the notes they’d exchanged during their courtship flitted through his mind.

      

      “This isn’t the way you tail your letter n, Caroline,” he mused, his tone touched with regret and self-reproach. “Very similar, but the difference is there,” he added, the weight of the realization settling between them.

      

      The two stood in silence, wrapped in the implications of what they’d just uncovered, their bond only strengthened by the ordeal they’d faced together.

      

      Caroline drew the letter close, her delicate brows knitting in confusion. Squinting at the words once more as if hoping that a second glance would somehow rearrange the letters to a truth she could comprehend, she exhaled shakily. “Then who wrote this letter?” The tone of her voice was a mix of desperation and incredulity.

      

      William, running a hand through his already disheveled hair, looked pensive. “I don’t know,” he admitted, but there was a sharpness in his gaze, a determination. Each word was weighed and deliberate as he said, “Perhaps the person who gave it to me might know who did.” A storm of anger brewed in his deep-set eyes, threatening to spill over.

      

      Caroline’s eyes widened, reflecting her own dawning comprehension. “Joanna?” she whispered.

      

      With a solemn nod, William confirmed her suspicion. As she handed over her mother’s letter to him, there was an unspoken understanding between them.

      

      “We must leave,” she insisted, urgency evident in her voice.

      

      William, however, paused to read the letter once more. “This letter cannot be real, Caroline,” he stated firmly, a glint of conviction in his eyes.

      

      He recounted to her the content of the missive he had received from Frederick that very morning. Their business matters and, most importantly, the news of the Earl’s well-being.

      

      “It had been an urgent message about our business discussions. They’d arrived safely the day before,” he explained. “There was no accident. Your father is well.”

      

      The color drained from Caroline’s face, her lips parting in shock. “But then…” she trailed off, looking lost.

      

      William took her hand, squeezing it reassuringly. “We’ll get to the bottom of this,” he promised, then shared with her the details of Frederick’s letter. The mysteries that lay before them now bound their fates even tighter.

      

      Caroline’s delicate features creased with worry as she whispered, “Oh, dear.”

      

      “Did Miss Stuart give you this letter?” William questioned, his eyes sharp and searching as they met his wife’s.

      

      She shook her head, her curls bouncing lightly. “I found it on my desk,” she responded, her voice laced with confusion. She clutched the parchment as though it held all the answers.

      

      A dark shadow passed over William’s face. “She could have easily put it there for you to find,” he surmised.

      

      Caroline’s blue eyes widened, her gaze darting to the side as she tried to piece together the puzzle. “But why?” The words came out barely above a whisper, laden with the weight of the mysteries unfolding around them.

      

      With a determined set to his jaw, William replied, “We shall soon find out.” His voice was unwavering, full of a promise to uncover the truth.

      

      As they conversed, Gustav and the coachman were not idle. They had efficiently loaded the still-unconscious brigands into the carriage. The sounds of their labor mingled with the chirping of distant birds.

      

      And just as the atmosphere was growing increasingly tense, William’s gaze landed on a second Weston carriage making its way down the road. It was a sight that brought both relief and further questions. To William’s surprise, he spotted their loyal butler, seated upright, his usually impeccable form now slightly disheveled, accompanying the second carriage. He’d come, it seemed, to lend his aid.

      

      With a nod to his wife, signaling their immediate need to return, William helped Caroline into their carriage. They needed to unravel the mystery that had ensnared them, and the manor was the place to start.
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      “Where is the governess?” William demanded as soon as they entered the front hall of Weston Manor, his voice reverberating with authority and a hint of anger, echoing through the corridors and reaching every ear within proximity.

      

      Almost immediately, the heavy drapes of the drawing room were pushed aside, revealing Mrs. Pepton, the ever-dignified housekeeper, Selina with her wide-eyed innocence, and the central figure of this intrigue, Joanna Stuart.

      

      Miss Stuart’s pale visage reflected surprise, her eyes widening momentarily as they took in the sight before her—the Duke and Duchess, the bound brigands, and the air charged with accusation.

      

      “Would you care to explain these letters, Miss Stuart?” William’s words were not a question but a demand, and the tone he used brooked no room for deception. The missives were thrust at her, almost touching the very tip of her nose.

      

      But as swiftly as her shock had arrived, it melted away. William had seen many a face in his time, but the transformation that he now observed was almost chilling. Hatred, pure and dark, replaced the initial mask of surprise.

      

      With bitterness dripping from every word, Joanna snapped, “I cannot believe I was stupid enough to trust those brigands. I should have done it myself.”

      

      With a sudden burst of energy, she lunged, not toward William but toward a bewildered Caroline.

      

      Gasps and cries filled the hall. Selina’s scream was one of pure terror, while Mrs. Pepton’s face turned an ashen gray. Before any harm could befall Caroline, William’s strong arms intervened, wrapping around Miss Stuart and pulling her away.

      

      “I am the rightful Duchess of Weston!” Joanna’s voice was a high-pitched wail. Her fury was palpable.

      

      William, with remarkable quickness, stripped his cravat and used it to restrain the frenzied woman.

      

      Rage contorted her features. “My family was destroyed because of your father,” she spat at William. She blinked back furious tears, her breath coming in heavy pants. “The very least you could have done was to grant me that place as your Duchess. All these years, I’d tried everything, but you never spared me a glance. And then she came along and ruined it all!” She sent a fiery glare toward Caroline, who seemed both stunned and hurt by the verbal assault.

      

      William’s mind whirred. How had he not seen any of this before? The twisted tale spilled from Joanna, like water from a broken dam. She unveiled the story of her father, the Viscount of Lountonshire, who’d been embroiled in dark dealings with the late Duke. And when all went awry, the Duke had turned his back on the Viscount, leading to the downfall of Joanna’s family.

      

      As she continued, the pieces of a twisted puzzle began to fall into place, but the weight of betrayal and pain hung heavily in the air.

      

      The room was thick with tension, each revelation from Joanna striking deeper than the last. William’s grip tightened, trying to anchor himself amidst the whirlwind of emotions. The late Duke’s deeds seemed to know no end, and now, their shadows crept up to darken William’s present.

      

      The weight of the sins of his father pressed heavily on his chest, squeezing the breath out of him. He recalled those endless nights, poring over ledgers and letters, trying to sever the dark tendrils that his father had left behind. The realization that the elusive viscount tied to his father’s clandestine operations was, indeed, the Viscount of Lountonshire felt like a punch to the gut. His father’s legacy continued to ensnare him, a net of betrayal, deceit and, now, revenge.

      

      Caroline’s voice wavered as she spoke, “Joanna, dear, you’re not making any sense.”

      

      It was almost heartbreaking to witness her disbelief. As the Duchess, she had grown to trust those around her, and her voice held the pain of betrayal. The realization dawned on William about just how deeply his wife had valued her relationship with the governess. The depth of their bond, now tarnished, was evident in the quiver of her voice.

      

      Joanna’s scoff broke through his musings. The derision in her tone was unmistakable. “I thought I could break you, at least.” The words were directed at Caroline, but the sting was felt by all present.

      

      Her confessions poured forth. “I tried all sorts. The clothes… I was sure the saddle would finally do it, but that meddling child had to interfere,” she said, her voice dripping with disdain.

      

      William’s eyes darted to Selina, who was now in Mrs. Pepton’s embrace, her eyes swollen and red.

      

      Caroline’s voice, filled with shock, countered Joanna’s revelation. “The dresses, the saddle… that was all you?”

      

      Joanna’s next admission turned the room even colder. “And the horses at the race too.”

      

      Her voice was filled with pride, an eerie satisfaction at her own wickedness. Her confession continued, painting a terrifying picture of her schemes. The gravity of her actions bore down on everyone in the room.

      

      Her laughter was the chilling culmination of her tale. “Now, I believe the heavens are, indeed, against me,” Joanna proclaimed, her eyes glinting with a mix of defiance and madness. The room seemed to contract with the weight of her words.

      

      In the face of it all, Mrs. Pepton managed to utter words that voiced the sentiments of everyone present. “Goodness gracious. How could one person…”

      

      The words hung in the air, underscoring the overwhelming emotions flooding the room. The housekeeper’s arm wrapped protectively around young Selina, whose wide-eyed gaze never left the spectacle before her.

      

      Miss Stuart seemed almost to feed off the shock she was creating. Her words continued to spill forth, a waterfall of malevolent revelations. “How difficult could it be to get rid of one obstacle? I can’t even rely on hired hands,” she snapped, her tone dripping with derision.

      

      Upon hearing about the switched letter from her mother, Caroline’s already pale face turned a shade whiter. “My mother sent a letter?” she exclaimed, surprise evident in her voice.

      

      Joanna’s smug smile widened. “Oh, she did. It came in this morning,” she drawled with a self-satisfied smirk.

      

      William’s mind was racing, piecing things together. It must have come in with Frederick’s letter, he deduced, remembering the stack of correspondence he’d received that morning.

      

      Joanna’s next words sent another shiver down his spine. “The butler brought it in with your correspondence. I’m sure she wrote to let you know they’d arrived safely, but I switched the missives, just like I switched the one you gave me to deliver to the Duke.”

      

      The Duke’s usually calm composure was now fractured. “You forged them,” he gritted out, pointing out the audacity of her deeds.

      

      The governess seemed to relish recounting her wickedness. “I must say, obtaining a sample of Lady Caroway’s penmanship during her stay was no easy task, with her overly nosy lady’s maid always hovering about,” she quipped, her eyes narrowing as if recalling the challenges she’d faced.

      

      William’s eyes darkened, realizing the length she’d gone to deceive them, but the true extent of Joanna’s malice was yet to be revealed.

      

      “But, at least, getting yours was a breeze,” she mocked, her laughter directed pointedly at Caroline, adding insult to injury.

      

      As the room seemed to shrink under the weight of the revelations, the chilling echo of Miss Stuart’s laughter reverberated in the hearts of all who were present. One had to acknowledge the intricate planning and relentless execution of her schemes.

      

      “This was all such a carefully thought-out plan,” he murmured, feeling as though he was uttering blasphemy.

      

      Joanna’s voice pierced the tense silence. “My father couldn’t pay for ruining my future. And your father died before he could,” she hissed, her eyes piercing William’s. Her resentment was palpable as she continued, “I should be your Duchess. You need to take responsibility for what damage our fathers did to my life, William.”

      

      William’s spine stiffened, and he met her furious gaze with an icy one of his own. “Do not address me so informally,” he snapped, his voice sharp.

      

      “But I am your Duchess!” Desperation and madness intertwined in her voice as she made another futile attempt to get to Caroline.

      

      “She needs to disappear. She doesn’t belong here!”

      

      The governess’s pleas grew more manic by the second. William acted swiftly, once again subduing her.

      

      The house soon echoed with the authoritative footsteps of the constables. Miss Stuart, her venomous charm now muted, was handed over to the authorities.

      

      The aftershocks of the evening’s events were still very evident in Caroline’s features, but true to her nature, she tried to be strong for William. He, however, would take no chances. He insisted on having a physician check on her, and only when he was assured of her well-being did a semblance of relief wash over him.

      

      William’s eyes glistened with unshed emotions as he reflected on the evening’s events. “I thought I was done picking up all the pieces my father wrecked,” he murmured bitterly. “Will I never get a respite from his clutches?”

      

      Gently, Caroline stepped forward, touching his arm in a gesture of comfort. “It’s over now, William,” she whispered, her voice a soothing balm.

      

      He looked at her, torn between guilt and relief. “There is no excusing what Miss Stuart did, but my father did ruin her family, and she did not deserve that,” he admitted, pain evident in his voice.

      

      Caroline nodded, understanding the weight of his words. As they were about to speak further, the study door opened, revealing Selina. Her eyes, swollen from crying, looked at Caroline with a mix of apology and distress.

      

      Coming forward, Selina managed a weak voice, “I’m so sorry, Caroline…”

      

      Caroline enveloped her in a hug, her words of comfort assuring Selina that none of this was her fault. She inquired about Selina’s well-being, knowing the girl had been manipulated by Miss Stuart from the start.

      

      With admirable strength, Selina took everything in stride, showing a maturity beyond her years. The evening may have brought chaos and upheaval, but it also showcased the resilience and unity of the Weston family. They couldn’t be prouder of her.

      

      William took a deep breath, letting the weight of the evening’s revelations slowly sink in. His eyes wandered back to his wife, the beacon of strength amidst the chaos. He found himself overtaken by gratitude and reverence for this woman who’d so irrevocably transformed the course of their lives.

      

      “It’s all thanks to you, Caroline,” he began, his voice positively filled with emotion. “You changed our lives for the better.”

      

      With that, he reached out, bridging the distance between them, and drew her into the warm embrace of his arms. The room echoed their heartbeats, in sync, in harmony.

      

      Caroline nestled closer, her head resting against his chest, taking solace in the steadiness of his heartbeat. She could feel the sincerity in his words, and it warmed her to her very core.

      

      Gazing deeply into her eyes, as if attempting to communicate all the things words might fail to convey, William whispered, “I love you, Caroline.”

      

      The corners of her lips lifted into a tender smile, her heart overflowing with love and joy. “I love you too, William,” she replied, her voice barely above a whisper.
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        Three Years Later

      

      

      “You look magnificent, my dear. There is nothing to be nervous about,” Caroline said with genuine admiration as her eyes swept over Selina’s attire, from her tiara-topped hair to the delicate shoes that peeked from beneath the gown.

      

      In the soft illumination of the hall, Selina’s features, so strikingly similar to William’s, took on an ethereal quality, and the silken sheen of her dress seemed even more enchanting.

      

      Selina hesitated, her fingers twisting and turning the lace nervously, a silent testament to her jitters. “It’s the evening of my debut ball,” she said, almost defensively.

      

      The atmosphere of the room was thick with anticipation, but William, ever the teaser, chose that moment to try and alleviate the mood. “Except gentlemen in dimly lit salons, of course,” he interjected, his eyes twinkling with mischief.

      

      “William!” Caroline’s feigned shock was evident as she swatted him lightly with her fan, a playful note in her voice. “That is no joke to make to a debutante. A nervous one, at that!” she emphasized.

      

      William leaned in close, his teasing grin still firmly in place. “She’s not nervous,” he murmured confidently. “Are you nervous, Selina?”

      

      Selina rolled her eyes, though a hint of a smile pulled at her lips. “Nervous enough to want you to be quiet, William,” she quipped.

      

      Laughter bubbled forth as William led Caroline away. Moments later, Selina was announced and began her maiden dance with her brother, their elegant figures gliding seamlessly across the floor. The sight warmed Caroline’s heart.

      

      When it was Antoine’s turn, Selina’s joy was palpable. As they moved gracefully across the ballroom, Caroline felt a surge of happiness, seeing the young woman she’d come to adore so radiant.

      

      That night, Selina’s voice, melodious and soulful, captured every heart in the room. Whispers of admiration and applause followed her wherever she went.

      

      Finally, with the ball drawing to a close, a tired but fulfilled Caroline began to unpin her hair, a soft chuckle escaping her lips. “That was truly exhausting,” she mused.

      

      “Exhausting? And here I was planning for our own evening to begin.” William’s voice was playful, a glint in his eyes suggesting mischief.

      

      Caroline, always up for a surprise, met his gaze with intrigue. “What are you planning?”

      

      William’s smile deepened, “You’re too exhausted now, so it doesn’t matter.”

      

      “That’s not fair,” she replied with a mock pout, trying to hide her excitement. They walked up the stairs arm-in-arm to the nursery to see their two-year-old daughter, Francesca. She was named after William’s mother. She was the little light of their life.

      

      She was fast asleep, and in order not to disturb her, they retreated to their bedchamber.

      

      “Wait here,” William said, hurrying into the dressing room.

      

      Caroline obeyed, but she was already giddy with excitement.

      

      With a smirk, William returned, producing a small, ornate box. Caroline’s heart raced in anticipation. As he opened it, revealing an exquisite sapphire necklace, her eyes sparkled with emotion.

      

      “William…” she whispered.

      

      In the soft glow of the candlelight, the necklace seemed even more radiant, reflecting the love and happiness that surrounded them. The evening, though filled with surprises and revelations, was just another testament to the love that bound them all together.

      

      Caroline stood with her back to William, the soft candlelight illuminating the intimate corners of their bedroom. The weight of the day’s events hung over her, and yet there was a gentle excitement bubbling beneath the surface.

      

      William, holding the necklace, approached her with deliberate steps. The anticipation made her heart race, the soft rustling of his clothing the only sound breaking the silence.

      

      “I always thought that your eyes looked like bright sapphires,” he whispered softly, the warmth of his breath fanning her neck. As he gently placed the sparkling necklace around her neck, she felt a rush of emotions. “This complements them well,” he murmured.

      

      She turned, the jewels lying delicately against her décolletage, reflecting the candlelight. “Oh, William,” she began, her voice thick with emotion, her eyes glistening. Searching for the right words to convey her feelings, she finally murmured, “It’s beautiful.”

      

      Gently cupping her face, he looked deeply into her eyes. “It’s your beauty that makes it shine,” he responded, his voice filled with sincerity.

      

      As they stood there, locked in an intimate gaze, he continued, “Thank you for completing my life, Caroline, for giving me little Francesca, and for giving me the honor to show you my love for the rest of our lives.”

      

      The weight of his words, and the depth of the love they shared, was overwhelming.

      

      Tears brimmed in Caroline’s eyes, reflecting the intensity of their shared emotions. She whispered, her voice shaky with emotion, “I love you, William.”

      

      He leaned in, capturing her lips in a tender, longing kiss. The world outside faded away as they got lost in the warmth and familiarity of each other’s embrace.

      

      “Still exhausted?” his voice, teasing and playful, mumbled between kisses.

      

      Drawing back slightly, with a mischievous glint in her eyes and a soft chuckle, she replied, “Never.”

      

      The promise of a lifetime of love and laughter echoed in the air.

      

      
        
        The End?
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        Three years later.

      

      

      “You look magnificent, my dear. There is nothing to be nervous about,” Caroline said with genuine admiration as her eyes swept over Selina’s attire, from her tiara-topped hair to the delicate shoes that peeked from beneath the gown.

      

      In the soft illumination of the hall, Selina’s features, so strikingly similar to William’s, took on an ethereal quality, and the silken sheen of her dress seemed even more enchanting.

      

      Selina hesitated, her fingers twisting and turning the lace nervously, a silent testament to her internal jitters. “It’s the evening of my debut ball,” she said, almost defensively.

      

      The atmosphere of the room was thick with anticipation, but William, ever the teaser, chose that moment to try and alleviate the mood. “Except gentlemen in dimly lit salons, of course,” he interjected, his eyes twinkling with mischief.

      

      “William!” Caroline’s feigned shock was evident as she swatted him lightly with her fan, a playful note in her voice. “That is no joke to make to a debutante. A nervous one at that!” She emphasized.

      

      William leaned in close, his teasing grin still firmly in place. “She’s not nervous,” he murmured confidently. “Are you nervous, Selina?”

      

      Selina rolled her eyes, though a hint of a smile pulled at her lips. “Nervous enough to want you to be quiet, William,” she quipped.

      

      Laughter bubbled forth as William led Caroline away. Moments later, Selina was announced and began her maiden dance with her brother, their elegant figures gliding seamlessly across the floor. The sight warmed Caroline’s heart.

      

      When it was Antoine’s turn, Selina’s joy was palpable. As they moved gracefully across the ballroom, Caroline felt a surge of happiness, seeing the young woman she’d come to adore so radiant.

      

      That night, Selina’s voice, melodious and soulful, captured every heart in the room. Whispers of admiration and applause followed her wherever she went.

      

      Finally, with the ball drawing to a close, a tired but fulfilled Caroline began to unpin her hair, a soft chuckle escaping her lips. “That was truly exhausting,” she mused.

      

      “Exhausting? And here I was planning for our own evening to begin.” William’s voice was playful, a glint in his eyes suggesting mischief.

      

      Caroline, always up for a surprise, met his gaze with intrigue. “What are you planning?”

      

      William’s smile deepened, “You’re too exhausted now, so it doesn’t matter.”

      

      “That’s not fair,” she replied with a mock pout, trying to hide her excitement. They walked up the stairs arm-in-arm to the nursery to see their two-year-old daughter, Francesca. She was named after William’s mother and the little light of their life.

      

      She was fast asleep, and in order not to disturb her, they retreated to their bedchamber. “Wait here,” William said, hurrying into the dressing room. Caroline obeyed, but she was already giddy with excitement.

      

      With a smirk, William returned, producing a small, ornate box. Caroline’s heart raced in anticipation. As he opened it, revealing an exquisite emerald necklace, her eyes sparkled with emotion. “William...” she whispered.

      

      In the soft glow of the candlelight, the necklace seemed even more radiant, reflecting the love and happiness that surrounded them. The evening, though filled with surprises and revelations, was just another testament to the love that bound them all together.

      

      Caroline stood with her back to William, the soft candlelight illuminating the intimate corners of their bedroom. The weight of the day’s events hung over her, and yet there was a gentle excitement bubbling beneath the surface.

      

      William, holding the necklace, approached her with deliberate steps. The anticipation made her heart race, the soft rustling of his clothing the only sound breaking the silence.

      

      “I always thought that your eyes looked like bright emeralds,” he whispered softly, the warmth of his breath fanning her neck. As he gently placed the sparkling emerald and diamond jewelry around her, she felt a rush of emotions. “This complements them well,” he murmured.

      

      She turned, the jewels lying delicately against her décolletage, reflecting the candlelight. “Oh, William,” she began, voice thick with emotion, eyes glistening. Searching for the right words to convey her feelings, she finally murmured, “It’s beautiful.”

      

      Gently cupping her face, he looked deeply into her eyes. “It’s your beauty which makes it shine,” he responded, voice filled with sincerity.

      

      As they stood there, locked in an intimate gaze, he continued, “Thank you for completing my life, Caroline, for giving me little Francesca, and for giving me the honor to show you my love for the rest of our lives.” The weight of his words, and the depth of the love they shared, was overwhelming.

      

      Tears brimmed in Caroline’s eyes, reflecting the intensity of their shared emotions. She whispered, voice shaky with emotion, “I love you, William.”

      

      He leaned in, capturing her lips in a tender, longing kiss. The world outside faded away as they got lost in the warmth and familiarity of each other’s embrace.

      

      “Still exhausted?” his voice, teasing and playful, mumbled between kisses.

      

      Drawing back slightly, with a mischievous glint in her eyes and a soft chuckle, she replied, “Never.” The promise of a lifetime of love and laughter echoing in the air.

      

      
        
        The End?
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        But Caroline & William’s story doesn’t end here! Click below for a look into out favorite couple’s future!

      

        

      
        Simply TAP HERE to read it now for FREE! or use this link: https://go.patriciahaverton.com/iHClIymd directly in your browser.

      

        

      
        I guarantee you, that you won’t be disappointed ♥
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        But before you go, turn the page for an extra sweet treat from me…
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A CLOUDY EVENING IN MARCH 1815

        

      

    

    
      "Jasper…" Eleanor rolled her eyes. "Don’t you think you’re judging Aunt Patty a little too harshly?"

      Jasper practically slammed his spoon onto the plate. "Ellie, if you think that my apprehension is unwarranted, why don’t you go to London, then?"

      Eleanor narrowed her eyes. "And then what? Have poor Miss O’Reilly do the cooking on top of all her other work? Be sensible, for goodness’ sake!"

      As was characteristic of these past few weeks, their grandfather had gone to bed much earlier than usual, which left Eleanor and Jasper to argue amongst themselves over dinner.

      It seems like Jasper and I have done nothing but argue since he returned from university.

      "Don’t you think we should be doing our best to help each other out, Jasper?" Eleanor sighed.

      A guilty expression crossed her younger brother’s face. Even at eighteen years old, he could still appear perfectly innocent if he wanted to.

      "I… might consider going to Aunt Patty’s if you also write a letter reminding her to not force me to leave the house for unnecessary social calls."

      "Jasper…" Eleanor rolled her eyes again. "I think Aunt Patty would be offended—and rightfully so—by such impertinent behavior."

      "But she’s constantly putting me in the most preposterous situations! So, I don’t think it’s unreasonable to—"

      Several loud, deliberate knocks at the front door interrupted their discussion. The pair immediately turned their attention to the grandfather clock in the corner—it read half past six in the evening.

      "We’re not expecting anyone, are we?" Eleanor furrowed her brows in confusion.

      "Of course not." Jasper fervently shook his head. "But whoever it is, there is no hope that they bring good news."

      Miss O’Reilly came dashing into the dining room, and the expression she wore showed that she was thinking the same thing,

      "Miss Eleanor, Mr. Rowley! I do beg your pardon but there is someone at the door. Would you like me to send them away?"

      The shakiness of her voice conveyed her trepidation. So, Eleanor offered, "Thank you, but perhaps it would be best if we all answered the door together? So that even if it turns out to be someone with nefarious intent, we stand a better chance of overpowering them."

      The knocking only grew louder and more persistent, so Jasper led the way to the front door. Eleanor took hold of one of the parasols hanging in the entrance hall so that it would act as her weapon if necessary.

      In the meantime, Jasper already had one hand on the doorknob. He paused to take one more look at the two women. After acknowledging Eleanor’s raised parasol once more, he took a deep breath and pulled the door open.

      "At last! What on earth took you all so long?" boomed an exasperated voice. "My knuckles have almost gone completely red!"

      Before them stood a gentleman who—despite his extravagant attire—appeared to be in a rather pitiful state. He had propped himself against the doorframe for support and was clutching his upper arm with his free hand.

      Fascinating! Despite his hair being a mess and being covered in scratches, this gentleman, whoever he may be, is still rather handsome. On the other hand, I always look atrocious even after my best efforts!

      The three of them were still recovering from the shock of this sight when the unexpected guest barked, "Well? May I come in or not?"

      Eleanor immediately snapped into action. "Yes, of course, you may, Mister…"

      "Leeson, that is, the Duke of Leeson."

      Everyone’s eyes instantly widened. But as curious as they were to find out how a duke, of all people, had ended up at their front door at this hour, it was first necessary to tend to his needs.

      Jasper offered his shoulders to support the Duke while the women led the way to the drawing room to move the cushions on one of the chaise longues for him.

      The Duke sucked in a sharp breath as he lay down, especially as he gradually lifted his right foot onto the chaise longue.

      "Argh!" He placed a hand on the offending leg. "My foot hurts quite fiercely."

      Eleanor sprung toward the decanters and poured a glass of brandy. "Here you are, Your Grace." She offered it to him. "May it help with your discomfort."

      Grabbing it out of her hand without a word of thanks, the Duke downed the glass in three giant gulps.

      "More!" he called out, waving the glass in the air.

      Eleanor scoffed at his brash manner. For someone so noble, he was surprisingly ill-mannered. Glancing at Jasper, Eleanor could tell that he was thinking the very same thing.

      Nevertheless, he is still our guest and must be treated as such. And who knows? Perhaps his brashness is borne out of his distress.

      Miss O’Reilly did as he asked, and his demeanor was markedly less abrupt after the second glass of brandy. As for Eleanor, she briefly left the group in the drawing room to search for a basin and some material to bandage his wounds.

      By the time she returned with her arms full, she found that a loud commotion had already broken out. Everyone was talking over each other so loudly that she couldn’t understand how the uproar started.

      "Excuse me!" she yelled.

      Her tactic worked, as all heads turned to face her after falling silent.

      "Jasper, what are you doing yelling at our guest?" She tutted, setting the supplies she brought on the center table.

      "He tried to order me around as though I were a servant!" came her brother’s defensive reply.

      "But I already apologized!" The Duke shrugged.

      "While also remarking that if I didn’t want peers to treat me like a servant then I should find better clothing!" snapped Jasper.

      Eleanor’s jaw dropped open as she stared at the Duke in pure disbelief.

      "I don’t believe I put it exactly like that." He slowly raised both hands. "But I do recall advising Mr.—"

      "Rowley," Jasper snarled. "I told you so already."

      "Yes, yes." The Duke waved a hand dismissively. "I had provided Mr. Rowley with advice that I believe anyone would find useful," he said with an awkward cough.

      Brushing his comments aside, Eleanor curtly told him to remove his ruined coat and stick out his arm so that she could bandage the wounds. Jasper fetched her a stool so that she could better position herself.

      "You’re fortunate that you’re injured, Your Grace." she muttered, dipping a cloth in the basin of water to clean his scratches. "Otherwise, we wouldn’t hesitate to toss you right out that front door."

      "I truly am sorry," came the Duke’s solemn reply. "I know there is no excuse for my conduct so far, but I am grateful for the kindness you have shown me."

      Eleanor acknowledged his half-apology of sorts with a nod. "If you don’t mind me asking, Your Grace, how did you manage to get yourself in this state in the first place?"

      He rubbed his temples as he recounted, "I was on my way to London after conducting some business in Scotland. And I suppose one of the coach wheels must have hit a large stone or hole or something similar, but it sent us off of the path and into the trees with a frightening swiftness."

      A collective shudder ran through each of the listeners’ bodies as the Duke of Leeson continued, "Most of the horses ran off in their frenzied state. But thankfully, my driver got hold of one of them. He’s out there now looking to retrieve the other horses before they get too far. Of course, he first helped me to your door after we spotted the light through the curtains."

      "That is a rather unfortunate chain of events, Your Grace." Eleanor sighed, finishing up bandaging his arm. "Of course, should your driver successfully retrieve all of your horses, we can keep them in our old stables for the time being. However, I’m afraid we shall have to go out and find hay for them, as those stalls have not been used for quite some time."

      The Duke acknowledged this with a nod and continued nursing his bandaged arm. In the meantime, Eleanor rose from the stool and straightened her skirt.

      "Here you go, Your Grace." She dipped the cloth in the basin once more before handing it to him. "I just noticed that your right shoulder appears to be bleeding as well."

      Once again, he snatched something out of Eleanor’s hands without thanking her. She felt inclined to repay his rudeness, even if only through something as inconsequential as rolling her eyes at him.

      But I can’t! What if Jasper notices? I must set an example for him.

      She took a deep breath. "I presume you must be starving, Your Grace," she said as empathetically as possible. "Fortunately, we hadn’t gotten far along in our dinner, so there is still a portion to be sha—"

      "No, thank you," the Duke answered dismissively, "although I would greatly appreciate a room to which I may retire."

      For a moment, Eleanor was struck completely speechless by the Duke’s curt and abrupt refusal, especially considering that she hadn’t yet told him what tonight’s meal was.

      "But, Your Grace," she began once her bewilderment had somewhat dissipated, "you should at least have something, given your injured state, otherwise your body might—"

      "I said no, thank you," he insisted, his tone much sterner this time. "Now, if you would be so kind as to send for a valet who may show me to my room. I shall retire. That is something my body requires even more than food, at this moment."

      Eleanor felt her patience with the Duke wearing very thin.

      Perhaps sensing this, Jasper threw in, "I am afraid that we don’t have any valets in this household, Your Grace. But I am sure our most trusted maid, Miss O’Reilly, would be happy to show you to your room."

      "That will do," the Duke replied, before letting out a yelp as he rose from the chaise longue.

      "May I offer you my shoulder as support, Your Grace?" Jasper asked, his sympathy for the guest briefly overshadowing his disdain for him.

      "That would be most helpful," the Duke admitted.

      "I shall write to Mr. Wilson, our physician," Eleanor assured him. "But in truth, he is more likely to only arrive tomorrow morning."

      The Duke grimaced silently upon hearing this, so Eleanor continued, "But of course, if the pain in your foot is very great, then Jasper might be able to ride to his house to summon him for yo—"

      "No, that’s quite all right." The Duke raised a hand. "I can endure it for tonight. But, please, do make sure he comes to see me very first thing in the morning."

      Eleanor scanned her guest from head to toe once more. Even while he leaned on Jasper for support, he still towered over everyone in the room.

      Even if he had not introduced himself as a duke, we would have had no problem guessing that he was one.

      Everything about the Duke’s demeanor and appearance gave him away. In fact, even the brown hair on his head appeared superior to the brown hair that both Eleanor and Jasper possessed.

      Perhaps it’s because his green eyes contrast pleasantly with the brown hue of his hair.

      The two men hobbled after Miss O’Reilly—the Duke’s arm around a somewhat reluctant Jasper—as she led the way to one of the guest bedrooms.

      Jasper returned to the drawing room a few minutes later and walked straight to the decanters to pour himself a glass of brandy.

      "Well?" Eleanor asked, having now returned to her place at the dining table.

      Her brother finished his glass before answering, "The tyrant—oh, sorry." He chuckled. "Our… guest has successfully retired to his room. However, he hasn’t yet finished spewing out commands." He rolled his eyes.

      "What do you mean?"

      "It seems His Grace had neglected to mention that he had his driver bring his bags and whatnots from the ruined coach before he went to look for the other horses."

      "And I presume he asked you to fetch them from the front gardens?" Eleanor piped up.

      "Indeed," Jasper groaned, already pouring himself another glass. "He said that he couldn’t, in good conscience, send a young maidservant out onto the grounds at night."

      Eleanor laughed. "At least we know that His Grace is, indeed, capable of showing some semblance of consideration." She rose from the table. "Come along then, we shall do it together."

      "He hasn’t even been here an hour, and we’re already at his beck and call," Jasper grumbled.

      "He’s injured and needs our help," Eleanor cooed. "We shall do our best for him tonight, and tomorrow…"

      "Tomorrow?"

      "He shall meet Grandfather." She grinned.
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      Samuel lay in bed, studying the room his hosts had given him.

      For a start, it was noticeably smaller than the guest rooms he was accustomed to as a duke. But at least it was clean and furnished enough to accommodate a nobleman and his needs.

      In fact, that observation applied to the rest of the manor—or at least what he had seen of it. It was a modest estate but appeared to be well-maintained, nonetheless.

      But what bothers me is the lack of staff. How come I have only seen one maid, so far? You would think they would have sent for their butler—or head housekeeper, at the very least—by now.

      His hosts seemed kind enough, but just a tad… peculiar.

      Particularly the lady of the house, whose name escaped him at the moment. There was a strength and resilience that underlay her graceful movements and a fire that burned in those almond-shaped eyes.

      Ah, but what was her name again? Didn’t I call her by it at some point?

      Samuel recalled his conversation with them. He remembered that she had called the young man "Jasper," but he was also referred to as "Mr. Rowley." In the meantime, the maid was most certainly called Miss O’Reilly. But as for the hostess and lady of the house…

      Samuel slapped his forehead,

      I was so engrossed in my pain and concerns that it didn’t even occur to me to ask for her name.

      A knock at the door interrupted his musings.

      "Do come in," he called out.

      Miss O’Reilly entered, carrying some of his bags. "Here you are, Your Grace," she grunted.

      "Did they send you out to the garden by yourself?" he asked.

      "No, Your Grace," answered the maid, already bringing the remaining bags by the door. "Miss Eleanor and Mr. Rowley fetched the bags from the grounds themselves while I cleared the dining table."

      A-ha! So, her name is Eleanor.

      "I… see." Samuel nodded slowly.

      Did she say that even Miss Eleanor went out in the dark to fetch my luggage? No, that doesn’t sound right at all. I must have misheard her.

      Samuel felt a twinge of guilt as he watched the poor maid struggle. He hadn’t meant to trouble everyone, but his request for his bags had left his mouth before he even had a moment to consider what he was saying.

      Once he had dismissed the maid, he began searching his bags for a clean change of clothes.

      This cursed foot is making even the simplest of tasks incredibly tedious.

      But despite it all, he eventually found himself ready for bed. As he drifted off to sleep, he wondered whether Mr. Gibbs had found at least some of the other horses.

      But even if he hasn’t found them, I do hope he can at least find his way back here so that he can rest up. Who knows what terrors this cheerless countryside might be harboring?
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        * * *

      

      "Your Grace!"

      Knock, knock, knock.

      "Your Grace? Please, may we come in?"

      Knock, knock.

      Samuel placed a hand on his forehead. The voice at the door continued to call for him. Initially, he was perplexed that he was in a strange bedroom, reclined on a strange bed, with a strange cushion beneath his right foot.

      "Your Grace! Mr. Wilson is here to examine you."

      With this remark, last night’s events flooded his mind, and his confusion soon left him. Pushing himself up with both palms and double-checking that he was dressed decently—or at least decently enough—he cleared his throat and called out, "Please, do come in!"

      And come in, they did, all of the individuals he had encountered the night before plus one more: a balding, grey-haired gentleman with a somewhat stocky build. Various apologies were made for intruding upon Samuel’s sleep as well as an introduction between the physician and his patient.

      Samuel hardly managed to get a word in edgeways before the boisterous group left his room as quickly as they had entered it, leaving Mr. Wilson to examine him.

      Fortunately, it did not take long. Most of Samuel’s injuries were limited to cuts and bruises, save for his right foot.

      "I’m afraid it is a somewhat serious sprain, Your Grace." Mr. Wilson sighed. "But it could have easily been much worse. For now, the best course of action would be to avoid placing your weight on it unnecessarily for at least two weeks."

      "I understand, Mr. Wilson, thank you for—"

      "And!" The doctor raised a finger. "I would also recommend that you take in more food, Your Grace. With all due respect, your complexion does not appear to be as healthy as it should be."

      Samuel suddenly felt his muscles tense. "Is that all, Mr. Wilson?"

      "Well, not exactly. There are other signs that a physician such as myself can pick out when a patient’s eating habits are slightly—"

      Samuel raised a hand. "I meant to say, is there nothing else regarding the injuries I sustained in the crash?"

      The doctor blinked at him in silence for a moment before finally relenting, "Yes, Your Grace. That is all I have to say regarding your injuries."

      "Very well." Samuel nodded. "Then I believe it is time that I compensated you for your services."

      And seeing that he was still in good enough condition to do so, Samuel decided it was only polite that he escort the physician to the manor’s front door.

      But just as he was putting on his coat, they were interrupted by knocks yet again. It turned out to be Miss O’Reilly carrying a tray of food.

      "Breakfast, Your Grace," she merely remarked, setting down the tray.

      Samuel wanted to tell her that there was no need for it but hesitated to do so with Mr. Wilson still present, so he simply thanked and dismissed her.

      How can this countryside manor with hardly any staff in it feel even busier than my estate?

      They ran into Miss Eleanor in the hallway.

      "Leaving so soon, Mr. Willson?" she asked. "I was just getting a tray ready for yo—"

      "That’s very kind, Miss Eleanor," the physician acknowledged as he tipped his hat. "But I’m afraid I also promised to visit the Egertons this morning."

      "I can’t help but notice that His Grace is still limping." The lady furrowed her eyebrows.

      "Hmm! We were just discussing that," replied Mr. Wilson. "Say, would Lord Notton happen to have a walking stick to spare? It would certainly help him keep off of his sprained foot."

      "A wonderful idea!" exclaimed Miss Eleanor. "We always keep a spare one right by the entrance along with spare parasols, hats, and—Ah! Here it is!" she cried out, producing an ash wood cane with intricate carvings along its side.

      "T-Thank you, Miss Eleanor," Samuel stuttered, accepting it from her hand.

      Is it the custom in this countryside to be so… forward with everyone regardless of their rank or title? They just had an entire conversation about me, in front of me, but without including me!

      With the physician now gone, Samuel moved to retire to his room but suddenly found himself face-to-face with Miss Eleanor.

      "Ah, Miss Eleanor, I would like to thank you once again for the hospitality and kindness you showed to me last night." He took an awkward step back.

      "It was our pleasure, Your Grace," she assured him with a nod. "I would also like to inform you that your driver returned early this morning and reported that he had recovered two more horses."

      "Splendid!" Samuel exclaimed. "Where may I find him? I must send word to my household in London."

      "I believe he’s still at the stables," she answered. "Ah! I shall come with you, that way, I can introduce you to Grandfather if he happens to pass by on his morning walk."

      Samuel opened his mouth to object. Heaven knows he has never been particularly sociable. But it appeared the decision was already made for him, as Miss Eleanor was already leading the way to the back entrance of the manor.

      The sun warmed Samuel’s face as they stepped outside and walked toward the stables. As he took in the grounds, he noticed that the foliage could use a new trim. And as his walking cane tapped the paved path, he noted the blades of grass growing out between the individual stones.

      He was delighted to see Mr. Gibbs was still here, brushing out the coats of their recovered horses.

      "Mr. Gibbs!" he called out.

      The driver immediately placed the brush on a nearby overturned bucket and came out to them. "Your Grace." He bowed. "It is a relief to see you on your feet."

      "Likewise." Samuel nodded. "Did Mr. Wilson examine you too?"

      "Yes, Your Grace," answered the driver. "But mercifully, there wasn’t much to examine. I explained to the kind doctor that I was thrown into the bushes as the coach veered off the road. I am therefore all right, save for some scratches." He gestured to his face and neck.

      "Splendid." Samuel nodded. "Then I trust you are well enough to ride to London. It would be best if you went today to avoid distressing the rest of the household unnecessarily."

      "Yes, Your Grace. I shall use one of the horses and leave before noon."

      "Where is it that you live, Your Grace?" called a new voice.

      "Grandfather!" Miss Eleanor grinned, approaching the elderly gentleman. "You’re just in time. Your Grace, may I introduce my grandfather, the Baron of Notton."

      "A pleasure to meet you, Lord Notton," Samuel said with a shallow bow.

      The Baron had a full head of white hair as well as a well-kept white beard to pair with it. He stood up straight and appeared to be strong for his age, whatever it was, although Samuel reckoned he had to be above seventy.

      "Your Grace, we are honored to have so esteemed a guest with us." Lord Notton smiled. "As you can imagine, such opportunities are scarce all the way out here in Pelshead. Please." He gestured to a nearby stone bench. "Eleanor has told me of the ordeal you suffered last night, but I would like to hear it from you directly."

      Samuel decided to oblige the older gentleman—after all, there wasn’t much else for him to do anyway. And they both gingerly dropped themselves onto the cool stone bench under the shade of a massive oak tree.

      Miss Eleanor suddenly let out a gasp. "Your Grace! I beg your pardon, but I just realized that we only got your breakfast tray to you a few minutes ago. So, you certainly haven’t had a chance to eat a morsel yet! I shall have it brought to you at onc—"

      "Er, that’s all right, Miss Eleanor." Samuel cleared his throat. "I’m not that hungry yet, anyway."

      "But you haven’t eaten anything at all since your arrival last night." Eleanor furrowed her eyebrows. "How on earth could you not be fami—"

      "Ellie," piped up Lord Notton, "it would hardly be good form for us to force our guest to eat when he is not yet ready."

      "But—"

      "However," he continued, "a prudent solution would be to provide him with some biscuits, fruit, and tea, which would be less filling."

      Miss Eleanor didn’t appear too convinced but accepted her grandfather’s recommendation nonetheless. Once she had left, Samuel recounted the previous night’s events.

      The older gentleman listened patiently and offered his compassion as needed.

      "If you don’t mind my asking, where were you returning from, Your Grace?"

      Samuel paused before answering, "From conducting business—or at least attempting to—in Scotland." He sighed. "And I’m afraid the crash only added insult to injury, a sorry end to what was already a disastrous business trip."

      "Is that so? Aside from the crash, surely the trip wasn’t as terrible," Lord Notton commented sympathetically.

      Samuel shifted in his place. "I suppose if I tell you what happened, there won’t be much risk of it reaching London from all the way out here, is there?"

      "I can assure you, Your Grace." Lord Notton chuckled. "An old man like myself shall not be ambling all the way to London anytime soon."

      With this assurance, Samuel revealed how he had agreed to conduct business on behalf of the Marquess of Hartbridge. Everything seemed to be going well until the Marquess’s representative got into a heated discussion with Samuel’s connection regarding the "fairness" of how the shares were to be divided.

      "But that’s hardly your fault, Your Grace." Lord Notton blinked.

      "Even so…" Samuel shuddered. "I detest the fact that I failed. I should have done something—anything—to salvage the meeting." He fumed, slamming his fist onto the bench’s cold surface.

      "I take it that you are not used to failing, Your Grace."

      "Hmm?" Samuel pondered. "I… suppose you could say that, Lord Notton. How did you know?"

      "My son, Eleanor and Jasper’s father, was the same way," came the older man’s answer. "In truth, I don’t exactly know how he learned to be that way. I don’t believe I was a particularly demanding father."

      "Well, mine certainly was," Samuel said bluntly. "Not that he meant to be." He sighed "My father and grandfather fulfilled their ducal duties perfectly almost without thinking. As a result, I have always been extra mindful about living up to their acclaim."

      Lord Notton acknowledged his admission with a respectful nod.

      "I do believe my trip to Scotland could have gone much better, to say the least." Samuel sighed. "And I am in no hurry to face the Marquess of Hartbridge in the days to come."

      "I presume that this Lord Hartbridge is the one that requested for you to go to Scotland, then?" Lord Notton raised an eyebrow.

      "Er, yes." Samuel cleared his throat. "Hartbridge has been a long-time family connection, and I can only hope that that doesn’t change once I deliver the news."

      "I doubt Lord Hartbridge would sacrifice a strong connection such as yourself over one mistake, Your Grace." Lord Notton chuckled. "As you likely well know, there are simply some things that we cannot control."

      "But I should have done better." Samuel clenched his fist. "I could have done better. I know it."

      He felt the Baron gently place a hand on his shoulder.

      "Your Grace, I shall tell you what I used to tell my own son."

      Samuel looked up from his hands in anticipation.

      His companion wore a most serious expression as he began, "You seek perfection because you believe that you will only be satisfied once you have seized it." The Baron shook his head. "But that is nothing more than a fool’s errand. After all, how can one ever be satisfied if he only fills his heart with gloominess and self-condemnation?"

      "With all due respect, Lord Notton," Samuel returned, "I would be a most reprehensible family head if I did not take my responsibilities seriously."

      "That is far from the point I am endeavoring to make, Your Grace." The older gentleman tutted. "I am merely asking you, how well do you believe you will be able to perform your duties if you are dead?"

      "I… beg your pardon?"

      "Don’t you see?" Lord Notton placed a visibly shaky hand on his chest. "My son died from holding himself to the same unreasonable standard, that of perfection." His voice quivered.

      Samuel hadn’t meant to upset the Baron or bring up painful memories. But before he could apologize, the older gentleman took his leave, claiming that he desired to resume his morning walk,

      "Learn from my boy’s mistake, before it is too late," the Baron urged. "With all due respect, Your Grace, I can tell that your heart is troubled too. Delaying your return to London, if even for a few short days, could refresh and replenish you with strength to face the Season."

      "I appreciate your concern, Lord Notton. But if—and I mean if—I am doing as poorly as you claim, then what difference would a mere few days make?" The Duke raised an eyebrow.

      "One can bear even the lengthiest of journeys, after even just a single day’s rest," answered Lord Notton. "However, I shan’t attempt to persuade you about the advantages any further. If you truly want to test the accuracy of my counsel, you shall have to heed it."

      As Samuel watched him stroll away, a disgruntled voice piped up, "I presume you didn’t so much as thank him for lending you one of his walking canes?"

      Miss Eleanor had arrived with her promised tray of fruit, biscuits, and tea. It was unlikely that she had overheard their discussion, but she probably noted the grave expressions on Lord Notton and Samuel’s faces.

      "I was getting to it." Samuel shrugged. "But Lord Notton was rather eager to get back on his walk."

      "Unbelievable!" exclaimed Miss Eleanor as she, rather aggressively, set the tray on the bench and paced back and forth. "I can’t believe I’m saying this, but I regret letting you stay here. In so short a time, you’ve somehow managed to upset every member of the household, and to such an unprecedented degr—"

      "Well, that’s quite unfortunate for you," Samuel interrupted, rising from his seat, "because I’ve decided to stay here for the next few days."
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      Eleanor felt her jaw practically hit the grass.

      "I beg your pardon?" she finally blurted.

      "Of course, I shall compensate your family handsomely," the Duke assured her in an annoyingly arrogant tone.

      "Is that so?" She folded her arms. "And how, pray tell, shall that happen now that you’ve upset Grandfather? There’s no way he would allow you to stay no matter how much money you offered him."

      She had expected her retort to wipe the smug expression off of the Duke’s face, but to no avail.

      "Why don’t we ask him directly?" came the equally smug reply.

      "A splendid idea, Your Grace." Eleanor huffed. "We should be able to catch up to him quite easily, despite your right foot."

      Who does he think he is? How dare he barge into our manor and expect us to heed his every command merely because of his title and money!

      In her irritation, she walked ahead of him, with almost no sympathy left for his injury. And before long, they caught up to her grandfather just as he entered the west garden.

      "Grandfather!" she called out, before slightly lifting her skirt and increasing her pace. "You won’t believe what our guest has proposed!"

      Her grandfather listened intently as she recounted the absurd discussion she had had with the Duke just moments prior. The Duke joined them just in time to hear her ask, "His Grace can’t really stay with us for no reason, can he?"

      "Not for no reason, of course," her grandfather answered, prompting Eleanor to let out a triumphant "A-ha!"

      "However," he continued, "I believe His Grace has a good reason for unexpectedly extending his stay. Is my presumption correct, Your Grace?"

      "Indeed, it is," answered the Duke. "I have decided to heed your wise counsel, Lord Notton. I myself can hardly believe that I am saying this, but perhaps a few days of calm and quiet would do me some good before the Season properly starts in the next few weeks."

      "A prudent decision, Your Grace." Lord Notton flashed him a smile. "We look forward to enjoying your company over the next few days."

      Eleanor rubbed her temples. "How is this even happening? I saw you storm away from him. Aren’t you still upset with His Grace?"

      "Oh…" Her grandfather cleared his throat. "That was merely because I needed to clear my head of some upsetting memories, not because I was upset with our guest."

      "From the bottom of my heart, I would like to thank you for your hospitality, Lord Notton." The Duke bowed. "And for lending me the walking cane, of course." He straightened his back once more, wearing a big grin.

      Even as Eleanor scrambled to think of a way to change her grandfather’s mind, he was already walking away—clearly having decided that the discussion was over. So, instead, she confronted the Duke about it.

      "What did you mean when you said that you wanted to heed Grandfather’s counsel?" She narrowed her eyes at him skeptically. "What counsel did he give you?"

      "Lord Notton said that I reminded him of his son—er, your father, that is," answered the Duke. "He warned me that, like your father, I have been straining myself considerably. I didn’t agree with him at first, but I am already worn out from my frustrations in Scotland. It would also be useful to stay here and wait for Lord Hartbridge’s disappointment to dissipate."

      A large portion of his explanation made absolutely no sense to Eleanor, but she nodded along, nonetheless. As for the parts that did make sense to her, she couldn’t help but say, "I understand. Father used to oversee the trading of timber from Pelshead to other nearby villages. But that was a very long time ago…"

      "I’m very sorry that such a tragedy befell your family, Miss Eleanor."

      Eleanor snapped out of her daze, having completely forgotten what had prompted her to bring her father up in the first place. In the meantime, the Duke observed her closely, his head tilted to the side.

      "In truth, I hardly remember it." Eleanor shrugged, a feeble attempt to hide that she had said too much. "I was only six at the time, and Jasper was but an infant. It was Mother who told me the story. And as terrible as I feel saying it, the truth is that losing her four years later was… markedly more painful."

      "Once again, I am very sorry to hear that," reiterated the Duke. "I lost my parents to consumption three years ago, and it was by far the worst pain I had ever experienced. I can only imagine how devastating such a loss would be to young children, as you and Mr. Rowley had been."

      "Your kind words are appreciated." Eleanor smiled. "And I suppose it is only right that I apologize for my discourteous remarks from earlier."

      "There is nothing to apologize for," he sheepishly answered. "I know that I haven’t exactly been on my best behavior as a guest. So, if it suits you, shall we agree to set aside our differences, going forward?"

      "A practical suggestion." Eleanor nodded. "Right! I must return to my duties, and I’m certain you are eager to do the same. We shall send for you when luncheon is ready."

      "Thank you, Miss Eleanor. But that won’t be necessary." He shrugged. "I wish to remain in my room and rest up."

      "Ah, then we shall have your luncheon brought to you."

      "No, thank you, Miss Eleanor," the Duke answered, his tone much firmer now. "I believe the bowl of fruit you graciously brought to the bench earlier would be more than enough to sustain me today. In fact, I shall go fetch it from the bench this instant."

      "But—"

      "Thank you for being so understanding," he called out as he strode away as quickly as his one good leg and walking cane could carry him.

      Once again, Eleanor found herself struck speechless in disbelief with the Duke’s blunt manner—and once again, she felt her irritation with him well up inside her. But she had already wasted enough time today, so she made her way to the house as quickly as she could.
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      Samuel hastily scribbled a letter for Mr. Gibbs to deliver to the rest of the household that informed them of his spontaneous decision to extend his trip.

      And now that he had decided to stay, he spent the remainder of the day unpacking his luggage, which he realized the first time he had done so in a good while. He had almost asked for a servant to come do it for him but then remembered that this manor was so terribly understaffed and decided to do it himself.

      Besides, there isn’t much else for me to do around here—even less so, considering my injury.

      As was evidently a habit in this household, Samuel’s thoughts were once again interrupted by a knock on the door.

      "Ah, good evening, Miss O’Reilly."

      "Good evening, Your Grace. Miss Eleanor has sent me to bring you your dinner." She nodded to the tray in her arms.

      "Ah." Samuel attempted a smile. "Please relay my gratitude to her. But I still haven’t finished the bowl of fruit from this morning, so I won’t be requiring dinner tonight."

      "Y-Yes, Your Grace," came the maid’s nervous answer, "I shall let her know at once."

      Closing the door behind him, Samuel looked at the bowl of fruit he left on the correspondence desk. Despite telling Miss O’Reilly that he had already had his fill of it, the truth was that he had only managed to eat one of the apples.

      In the meantime, the remaining fruits sat in the bowl, almost as though they were judging his lack of appetite. But instead of allowing himself to dwell on such senseless thoughts, Samuel decided it would be best if he spent the remaining hours of the evening with some reading.

      Sitting on the edge of his bed, he began rummaging through his bags to see which one held his books.

      Hmm, not this one. Perhaps they could be in this o—

      A loud crash jolted him upright.

      "Miss Eleanor?" he exclaimed in disbelief. "What on earth are you doing?"

      The lady of the house presently stood before him with an apron around her waist and the dinner tray that Miss O’Reilly had been carrying in her arms.

      "Your Grace," she bellowed, "with all due respect, you’ve hardly had a morsel to eat today. So, I must insist that you take your dinner."

      Samuel raised both his hands in defense. "Miss Eleanor, as much as I appreciate your kind concern, I assure you that I am perfectly all ri—"

      "No, you are not," she interrupted.

      Samuel watched her stride to the breakfast table near the window and angrily set the tray down.

      "You are an injured guest that has barely had any food since you first got here. And I suppose you believe that our food is beneath you, but I refuse to let you starve yourself to death, especially in a home with more than enough food!"

      "Miss Eleanor—" He cleared his throat. "I am sorry if you misunderstood, but I promise you that these are the exact eating habits I maintain at home. It has nothing to do with—"

      "Even so, you’re in our home now," she piped up.

      Are the members of this household really so opposed to allowing me to finish my sentences?

      Samuel quietly chuckled to himself. "Er, may I ask what you are doing, Miss Eleanor?"

      "Taking a seat," came her nonchalant answer.

      "Yes, that much is clear." Samuel rubbed the back of his neck. "But for what purpose?"

      "I shall guarantee that you take in the proper sustenance, even if Jasper and I have to tie you up to do so," she growled, her arms crossed in front of her chest.

      Samuel couldn’t help but laugh.

      "You have made your point as clear as day, Miss Eleanor." He shook his head. "But seeing that I injured my foot and not my hands, I am yet able to feed myself."

      He rose from his place at the end of the bed and approached the table. But his confidence wavered when she did not leave her seat for him. He cleared his throat awkwardly, unsure of what else he could do.

      "Do you want me to eat or not?" he teased.

      "To eat, of course," she huffed. "But I must insist on keeping an eye on you while you do so, lest you attempt to trick us somehow."

      "What, you’re just going to sit there and watch me?" he scoffed. "I have often heard that things are done rather differently up here in the north, but surely even you must admit that this is a most outrageous arrangement!"

      His hostess took a moment to reflect on his statements before relenting, although not in the manner he had been expecting,

      "Very well." She smiled. "Then I shall also have my dinner brought here."

      He opened his mouth to object once again but decided against it. Miss Eleanor was evidently as determined—or stubborn—as Samuel and was very unlikely to budge, regardless of what he said.

      So, even if it was just to put his hostess’s spirited mind—and mouth—at ease, Samuel dragged the chair from the correspondence desk to the breakfast table.

      In the meantime, Miss Eleanor sent for Miss O’Reilly and, as promised, requested that her dinner be brought here. Samuel carefully studied the maid’s expression to learn what she thought of this absurdity.

      But to his surprise, Miss O’Reilly appeared largely unfazed by Miss Eleanor’s behavior. Without the slightest hint of hesitation or apprehension, the maid brought her mistress’s food and set it on the breakfast table.

      "Won’t Lord Notton object to this… unconventional dinner arrangement?" he grunted, finally dropping himself into his seat.

      "I honestly don’t know." Miss Eleanor grinned. "You’re the first proper house guest we’ve had since… Mother’s passing. So, I can easily plead my ignorance even if Grandfather does object. But I can say with certainty that he won’t object tonight, at least."

      "And why not?" He furrowed his brows.

      "Because he’s already sound asleep." Miss Eleanor chuckled. "Now, stop trying to put off your dinner," she ordered, folding her arms once more.

      How on earth did I even manage to get myself into this?

      Slicing into the chicken and roasted vegetables, Samuel did not have particularly high expectations. However, as soon as he bit into his forkful of food, he paused.

      It’s so… flavorful.

      Miss Eleanor’s giggles snapped him out of his trance.

      "I suppose that expression means that you like it, then?" She grinned.

      "I… do." Samuel grinned back. "And as for your expression…" He squinted, studying her face carefully. "Did you cook this?"

      "Yes, Your Grace. What gave it away?"

      "You’re wearing a rather triumphant expression." Samuel shrugged, helping himself to another forkful. He guffawed—almost choking on his food—when Miss Eleanor touched a hand to her face upon hearing the remark about her expression.

      The rest of the dinner passed by uneventfully. Miss Eleanor did try to get him to have dessert, but Samuel successfully weaseled his way out of it.

      "Miss Eleanor, I honestly don’t have room for even a crumb of cake in my stomach," he confessed. "But I must thank you for one of the most delightful—and strange—dinners I’ve had in a long time."

      "Likewise, Your Grace." She chuckled.
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      Some other best sellers of mine:

      The Lost Duke

      The Icy Duke’s Bride

      The Duke and the Matchmaker

      The Wild Duke of Wright

      A Duke Worth Fighting

      The Loveless Duke

      

      Also, if you liked this book, you can also check out my full Amazon Book Catalogue HERE.

      

      I am honored to have you by my side on this wonderful journey!

      Patricia Haverton

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            LOVED THIS BOOK?

          

        

      

    

    
      If you loved this novel, click here to choose from a variety of books like this one by this author!

      
        
          
            [image: Cobalt Fairy]
          
        

        Just click on the image above! ⇧

      

      If this wasn’t your cup of tea, you can select another trope more to your liking here!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ABOUT THE AUTHOR

          

        

      

    

    
      Born the oldest of three children, Patricia Haverton grew up believing that she’d follow in her father’s footsteps and pursue a career in science. However, her worldview changed when she decided to explore her British mother’s roots. The trip to her ancestral lands solidified her conviction that she had found her true calling in the romanticism of the Era of Kings and Queens.

      

      A hopeless romantic and a firm believer in the idea of soulmates, Patricia changed the course of her life and decided to get her degree in Creative Writing and Psychology. As she jokingly says ever so often, “she lives in the past now, where love shows the way and Dukes save the day!”

      

      When she’s not weaving tales of love that prevails, Patricia enjoys spending time with her husband, roaming the British countryside, where they have been living in for the past decade.

      

      Now would be the time to let yourself go and experience the true magic of the Regency Era! Let your imagination run wild, live amazing adventures through the eyes of brave heroes! Like the legendary wise wizard, Patricia will be your guide!

      

      Patricia is part of Cobalt Fairy’s team of authors! Visit cobaltfairy.com for new, bargain and free deals for every dedicated bookworm there is out there!

      
        
        Let’s connect

        patriciahaverton.com

        patricia@patriciahaverton.com
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