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      If there was one thing Lady Selina Balfour could do, it was manage a crisis.

      The preparations for the ball in honour of the Austrian ambassador had been painstakingly put together over the course of many weeks. And, like all carefully laid plans, they went awry at the worst possible moment.

      It started that morning, with the news that the delivery of three hundred beeswax candles was delayed until the evening – mere minutes before the guests were due to arrive. From there, matters only got worse.

      The butler trapped his fingers in a door halfway through polishing the silver. The cook left the cinnamon out of the ambassador’s favourite dessert. A footman took to bed with a stomach complaint. The flowers to decorate the ballroom were only half-open. Selina’s sister-in-law, the Duchess of Loxwell and official hostess of the ball, had returned from Austria in such a delicate condition that none of her ball gowns fit.

      And now, just as Selina had finished sending for a doctor, comforting the cook, coaxing the flowers open with a hot fire, and assuring the duchess that she didn’t look at all like an Indian elephant in her new dress, the worst of the crises finally broke.

      “I can’t bear to see him!” cried Edith, Selina’s youngest sister. “Please, Selina, if you love me, you’ll tell everyone I’m sick and let me stay upstairs tonight.”

      Edith had been crossed in love by a certain Lord Rotherham, and, being her first heartbreak, it was deeply felt.

      Selina gathered Edith into her arms and kissed her golden hair. “Now, where’s my brave sister? No man is worth these tears. And he must be a very poor sort of man if he has managed to lose you.” When the girl let out a broken sob in response, Selina placed a loving finger under Edith’s chin, raising her tearstained face to the light. “You are a proud Balfour lady, and nobody has the right to stop you enjoying yourself.” And if Lord Rotherham did not propose to Edith before the evening was through, Selina would be astonished.

      Edith nodded, dabbing at her eyes with her sleeve, and regained a little of her usual confidence. “You are right. The worst thing I could do is let him see how unhappy I am. He is the one who deserves to be unhappy, after all.”

      “Quite right.” Selina smiled, glad she was not in Lord Rotherham’s shoes. Edith would doubtless make him grovel to win her back. “Now, go and take a long, hot bath, and no more tears over Lord Rotherham. It will soon be time to start dressing for the ball.”

      As Edith left, the housekeeper entered, hands clasped together respectfully.

      “Yes, Mrs Franklin?” Selina asked calmly, wondering what fresh disaster awaited her.

      “The candles have arrived at last, my lady. But with so much still to do before the guests arrive, I can’t say that we’ll have them ready in time.”

      “Not to worry. I sent a note to Lady Northmere and asked her to lend us as many footmen as she could spare. They should arrive within the hour.”

      The housekeeper breathed a sigh of relief. “Thank you, my lady.”

      “Has the second batch of apfelstrudel come out properly?”

      “I believe so, my lady.”

      “And have you told the maids to place basins of water beside the flowers? The humidity will help them open.”

      “I’ll do that at once, my lady.”

      “Very good, Mrs Franklin. Try not to look so unhappy. I’m sure everything will come together in the end.”

      Mrs Franklin laid a hand to her chest and said solemnly, “I’ll breathe again when the last guest has gone home, my lady. Not before.”

      Selina watched the prim little housekeeper hurry off, privately glad that she did not share Mrs Franklin’s finicky temperament. Life was difficult enough without taking fright at every passing storm.

      The clock chimed, reminding Selina that it was time she went upstairs to change. On the way to her chambers, she stopped and knocked at the door of the duchess’s private rooms.

      “Come in!” called Daisy cheerfully. Selina found her sitting on the sofa with her feet up, one hand resting lightly on her beautifully round stomach, and a sleepy mist in her eyes.

      “I’d thought I’d let you know that everything is nicely underway. We’re all set for a wonderful evening.”

      “Perfect! Have the candles arrived?”

      “Didn’t Mrs Franklin tell you?”

      Daisy gave a rueful smile. “She has never forgiven me for marrying your brother and usurping your place as mistress of the house, you know. Everybody knows you were born to be a duchess. I, on the other hand…” She patted her stomach. “I am nothing but a dumpling!”

      “Nonsense. You look radiant.” Selina frowned. “Shall I speak to Mrs Franklin? She mustn’t disrespect you.”

      “Oh, no, no! I told her I was resting. She must have taken me at my word.” Daisy held out her hand to Selina, who squeezed it warmly. “Besides, you have done everything to arrange this ball. It must have seemed natural for Mrs Franklin to speak to you first. I can’t thank you enough for all your hard work, Selina.”

      “There’s no need to thank me. The last thing I’d want is for you to exert yourself in your condition. Besides, I enjoyed it.”

      “But it does seem unfair that I will get the credit if the evening is a success. I won’t feel right behaving like the hostess at your ball.”

      “I’m afraid you’ll have to. Our guests have come to see the Duke and Duchess of Loxwell, not plain old Selina Balfour.”

      Daisy rolled her eyes. “You are the last person anyone would call plain. Would you be a darling and ring for my maid? I’d like to stay off my feet as long as I possibly can.”

      Selina obliged and left Daisy to dress. A large mirror hung in the corridor between the bedrooms, reflecting the dying light from the windows on the opposite wall. Selina paused a moment and looked at her reflection.

      Daisy was right. She was not plain. She had a set of even, regular features, made pretty by the contrast of her dark eyebrows and hair. Where her three sisters had inherited their late mother’s looks, she took after their father – at least, as far as she could remember him. Tall, with a straight nose and a wilful curve to her lips. No one who had seen her face would be surprised to learn that she was stubborn. Her eyes were softer, though. Her mother had given her those.

      No, she was not plain. But she did not have the bloom of youth that glowed in Edith’s cheeks, nor the happy sparkle of motherhood that beautified Daisy. Selina was eight and twenty, unmarried. The ton had given up whispering about which suitor’s hand she would accept. Soon, they would start whispering something else about her.

      Spinster.

      Selina watched a smile lift the corner of her mouth. She could hardly wait for the day.
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      If there was one thing Selina was not, it was jealous of others’ success.

      As she watched her family circulating through the crowded ballroom, a deep sense of satisfaction bloomed inside her.

      Her brother looked as ducal as he ever had, straight-backed and solemn. The only part of his appearance that was not starched to perfection was the profusion of rowdy dark curls on his head. He had taken charge of introducing the Austrian ambassador to all the most important guests and was battling on manfully against the ambassador’s obvious preference for flirting with pretty young ladies.

      Daisy glided from one group to another with a hand resting on her belly and a benevolent smile for everyone. The newly made ballgown was still held together by pins in a few places, though no one would know it to look at her. Its silk moiré glimmered red and gold in the light of the three hundred candles that had been set in the chandeliers just in time.

      Edith had disappeared from the receiving line while the guests were still arriving, but since Lord Rotherham had also mysteriously vanished, Selina was not much concerned. What was a ball for, if not romance?

      Well, in her own case, of course, balls were for business. Social manoeuvring. Advancing her brother’s political aims.

      But she truly hoped Edith was about to find happiness with Rotherham. That would be one more of her siblings safely taken care of.

      “I’ve taken the liberty of fetching you a glass of champagne.”

      Selina turned from her happy contemplation of her family to find Malcolm Locke, the Duke of Caversham, standing closer than was strictly necessary with a glass of champagne in each hand and a self-satisfied smirk on his handsome face.

      “Good evening, Your Grace.” She took a step back and dropped a curtsey that she hoped was sufficiently aloof. “Thank you, but I have no desire for any more champagne.”

      If it were possible, the duke’s smirk grew even more impudent. “I suppose you’re about to tell me that you don’t desire a dance, either.”

      Malcolm Locke had become the ninth Duke of Caversham at an impressionable age, and it showed. His character had hardly improved when, at the age of one and twenty, ladies began referring to him as His Gorgeous Grace. He was three years Selina’s senior, and she had endured the displeasure of every one of her friends simpering over him from her first Season onwards.

      Now that those friends were all married – and not to the duke – Selina’s dislike for Malcolm had not abated. He was overconfident, outspoken, brash, and as enamoured of his power as he was of his own good looks.

      Selina was very glad that her brother was not that sort of duke.

      “A dance? Not with you, Your Grace,” she said coolly. Malcolm threw back his head and laughed, flashing a dazzling set of teeth.

      “Nor with anyone else, either. I know perfectly well that you never dance. Now take the champagne, Selina, and stop beating me about the head with the Your Graces. Aren’t we better friends than that?”

      Selina took the proffered glass and emptied it straight into the tall vase of flowers beside her. They had all bloomed beautifully. “I cannot claim that honour, Your Grace.”

      Malcolm took a sip of champagne, his dancing eyes fixed on her. “Really? But only a true friend would see the pain that lies beneath this elegant exterior.”

      She put on the coldest of all her polite smiles. “You are mistaken. I am not in any pain. I am enjoying myself immensely.”

      Malcolm moved to stand behind her, putting his face beside hers so that he looked out at the ballroom from her point of view. “Don’t tell me it doesn’t pain you at all to watch that upstart girl take all the credit for your hard work. This evening is the event of the Season. You won’t convince me that a heavily pregnant social climber planned it all in the three days since her return to London.” His hand brushed lightly against the gauzy sleeve on Selina’s shoulder. “I would understand, you know, if you admitted you were jealous.”

      Selina’s eyes landed on Daisy, who was surrounded by laughing friends.

      “That upstart girl – which Daisy is not – has made my brother deliriously happy,” she said stiffly. “If I did not already love her for her own sake, I would love her for that.” She whirled around to look Malcolm in the eye. “You are half right. I have worked extremely hard. To ensure that Daisy and my brother are known as the finest hosts in London. If you imagine I had selfish motives, I am afraid you do not understand me at all.”

      “I wouldn’t call it selfish to desire recognition for your hard-earned skills,” said Malcolm. His eyes, a steely blue, ran appraisingly over every inch of the lavishly decorated ballroom. Selina waited for him to pass judgement, unafraid.

      Everything was perfect. She had made sure of it.

      But Malcolm’s gaze returned unexpectedly to her, subjecting her face to the same calculating assessment. Selina could understand why so many women had swooned beneath those attentive eyes. There were depths to them that reminded her of the ocean. She was quite sure that Malcolm was as shallow as they came, but when she met his eyes, she almost doubted it.

      “You would make the most wonderful duchess,” he said. “And you know it. Don’t you?”

      Selina gave a delicate shrug. “If women could inherit dukedoms, my cousin Cecily would be duchess today. Not me.”

      He grinned, all trace of seriousness abandoned. “Caversham has an opening, you know.”

      “Caversham has an incumbent duke.”

      Malcolm pursed his lips, feigning disappointment. “And he’s not to your taste?”

      “He’s a powerful man. And I know about powerful men.” Selina turned away, finding something disquieting in the intensity of his gaze. “They don’t appreciate women with independent minds.”

      Malcolm shrugged and took another swig of champagne. “I’m not in the business of matchmaking. But you are wasted here, Selina. With the right man beside you, you’d be a force to be reckoned with. You could make anything happen – anything you wanted.”

      She inclined her head, gracious enough to acknowledge a compliment even when it was not to her taste. “I hope that a woman with all my good fortune does not need to marry to make a difference in the world. I am taking the example of my Aunt Ursula. She never married, and she has not suffered for it. I will never want for money, and, with any luck, I will never want for influence, either.” A real smile, warm and mischievous, found its way to her lips. “I’m afraid that, when it comes to the position of my husband, no dukes need apply.”

      Malcolm raised his glass to toast the sentiment. “I’ll spread the word at the House of Lords.” He drained the glass and set it aside. “Good evening, Lady Selina. I hope you enjoy the ball as much as you deserve to.”

      Selina permitted herself a small sigh of relief as Malcolm departed to try his luck with whichever lady crossed his path next. The dancers were taking their places for the cotillion, and she went to find a good place to watch them, careful to make sure she was on the opposite side of the room from him.

      If there was one man on earth Selina could not stand, it was the Duke of Caversham.
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      “You’re in a glum mood,” remarked Lord Louis Reynholm, digging his elbow into Malcolm’s ribcage. “Cheer up and ask someone to dance, why don’t you?”

      Malcolm rubbed his side and shot Louis a black look. Louis was the younger son of a minor noble and had decided to make up for his lack of status by becoming a champion in the boxing ring. He was built like an ox and often forgot his strength. “I’ll dance when I’m ready to dance.”

      “Come now, Caversham! You could have your pick of any of these lovely ladies. What is there to frown about?”

      Malcolm sighed. As far as he could tell, Louis had never suffered a single disappointment in his life. He had been a ray of constant sunshine since their days at Eton. Cheerful in all circumstances and affable to a fault.

      “It’s that new ambassador,” Malcolm growled, jerking his head towards the guest of honour.

      “What, has he stolen a conquest from under your nose?” Louis let out a boom of laughter that startled a nearby countess. “Courage, Caversham! The pain will cease.”

      “I am not competing with the ambassador for dance partners. I meant to talk with him about some serious matters regarding our foreign policy.” Malcolm straightened his shoulders and shot the oblivious ambassador a look of pure poison. “And the arrogant devil gave me the brush-off.”

      “Really?” Louis cared as much about politics as a horse cared about learning to fly, but Malcolm knew he supported all his friends without question. “Surely he can’t have meant it!”

      “Oh, he meant it, all right.” Malcolm rubbed his jaw, which was clenching tight as a vice. “’The Duke of Caversham?’, he said, looking me up and down as if I was a prize pig in a farmer’s market. ‘Oh yes, I’ve heard about you!’ And he laughed, and I pretended to laugh, and that was it.”

      “Perhaps he meant it kindly?”

      “He meant to tell me that he doesn’t consider me half as important as the Duke of Loxwell,” said Malcolm grimly. “Loxwell’s his dear friend now, and Loxwell will be taking the lead on our diplomatic relations with Austria. Aided, no doubt, by his sister Lady Icicle. One smile from her ought to turn the ambassador into putty – until he realises she’ll freeze him to death like all the others.”

      “Now, Caversham, I wish you wouldn’t speak about our hosts that way. Especially not Lady Selina,” protested Lord Louis. “It’s not the done thing, you know.”

      Malcolm supposed it wasn’t the done thing to seek solace in Loxwell’s prickly-but-lovely sister, either, but he had tried that all the same. And received a worse snub than the one he’d taken from the ambassador.

      Certainly not something he cared to admit to Lord Louis.

      “You’re right,” he said, begrudgingly. “As you usually are.”

      “Less work and more play, that’s what I suggest,” said Louis. “I’m off to the card room. Care to join me?”

      Louis was not a naturally gifted dancer, and he had trampled on enough dainty slippers – and the feet within them – to make a youthful retirement from the sport.

      “No,” said Malcolm, his attention caught by the flash of blue silk on the other side of the room. “No, I’ll cheer myself up somehow.”

      Selina was standing at the edge of the dance floor, watching the dancers with an expression of pure delight on her face. It was a thousand times removed from the glare she had sported when she was talking to him.

      The lady clearly enjoyed dancing. And yet, for years now, she had gracefully declined every invitation to dance. It wasn’t only Malcolm. The first time she’d rejected him, the experience was unusual enough that he took careful note of her afterward. Selina Balfour didn’t dance with anyone.

      Malcolm was not in the habit of denying himself life’s pleasures, and he was at a loss to understand why Selina was.

      He narrowed his eyes as a frown crossed Selina’s distant face. Something had disturbed her. But what?

      He followed her gaze to the girl sitting quietly in a corner beside Lady Ursula Balfour, the elderly aunt Selina had praised for her spinsterhood. The old lady was gesticulating forcefully as she spoke to the girl, whom Malcolm recognised as Lady Isobel, one of Selina’s sisters.

      “Excuse me, Louis,” he said, and made his way briskly across the room towards the seated Balfour ladies.

      Lady Ursula fixed him with a distressingly knowing look. “Ah, if it isn’t the young Duke of Caversham. Are you enjoying the evening, Your Grace?”

      He cleared his throat. “I would enjoy it much more if Lady Isobel would give me the honour of the next dance.”

      Isobel’s pale blue eyes widened in surprise. She glanced at her aunt as though asking for help. “I’m afraid I have finished dancing for the evening, Your Grace. I have been unwell lately, and I am tired.”

      Rejected by two Balfour heiresses in the space of ten minutes! Malcolm could not suppress a rueful smile. He supposed he had it coming. His offers were so rarely declined. “I am sorry to hear that. Perhaps, then, you would allow me to accompany you in to supper?”

      “He’s terribly keen, Isobel,” said Ursula, in a painfully obvious whisper. “And terribly handsome!”

      Isobel frowned, fixing Malcolm with a look that was almost suspicious. “You are keen,” she said. She left it there, neither a refusal nor an acceptance.

      Malcolm shrugged. “I’d hate to see you without a partner at supper simply because you cannot dance.”

      She sighed. “Selina told you to ask me, didn’t she? I saw you talking to her.”

      He rubbed the back of his neck, glancing over his shoulder to find Selina fixing him with an icy stare. “As it happens, Lady Selina turned down my invitation and poured the glass of champagne I offered her into a vase.”

      Isobel covered her mouth to hide a smile. “Oh dear. Well, if you dare risk irritating her further, Your Grace, I would be glad of your company for a while. Though please don’t think I was sitting here wishing for someone to notice me. I am quite content as I am.”

      “That strikes me as a lucky thing,” said Malcolm, taking the seat beside her. “I have never managed to be content as I am.” His gaze returned to Selina, who had been drawn aside by her brother for a conversation that looked extremely animated.

      He was not sure whether he had set out to irritate or to please her, but either way, he had failed. She clearly had no attention to spare for him any longer.

      The Duke of Loxwell glanced in Isobel’s direction and made a signal that Malcolm could not decipher. Isobel rose to her feet. “Please excuse me,” she said. “It is very kind of you to sit with me, but –”

      “Go,” said Malcolm, with a smile. Isobel dropped a hasty curtsey and went to join her brother and sister.

      “I’ll give you three guesses what that’s about,” croaked Lady Ursula. Malcolm fought not to jump out of his skin. She had brought her wrinkled mouth so close that her gossipy whisper tickled his ear.

      “I’m no good at guessing games.”

      Ursula waved her cane towards her nieces and nephew. “Another wedding afoot!”

      “My word.” No wonder Selina had reacted so scornfully when he’d suggested she might be Duchess of Caversham.

      Nothing would explain Selina Balfour better than a secret love affair.

      But when the Duke of Loxwell called for the room’s attention, he stepped aside to reveal Nathaniel Townsend, Lord Rotherham, hand in hand with the blushing and smiling Lady Edith.

      As the duke announced his youngest sister’s engagement and cheers rang out around the room, Malcolm rose to his feet with the rest of them. To all appearances, he was watching the happy young couple with the greatest of pleasure.

      But Edith and Lord Rotherham were no more than a blur as his eyes focused on Selina, clapping and beaming behind them. There was nothing on her face but joy.

      She didn’t want attention. She didn’t want power. She didn’t care that her younger siblings were all marrying off before her.

      She didn’t want a duke.

      What the devil did Selina Balfour want?
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      Edith and Nathaniel were married with a speed the gossips described as alarming, but which all who knew them found perfectly natural. Within a month, he had whisked her away to Florence, where he had taken up a position as an aide to the Minister to Tuscany.

      The remaining Balfour ladies waved them off with smiles and damp handkerchiefs and retired to the duchess’s private drawing room, which now seemed unnaturally quiet for lack of Edith.

      “It is true what they say about good luck coming in threes,” said Daisy, as she leafed through some samples of fabric the dressmaker had delivered for clothes for the baby. Daisy’s confinement was fast approaching, and with every passing day she grew more serene, more composed, as though focusing all her energies on the task ahead. “First Alexander and I married, then Anthea and darling George, and now Edith, too!” She glanced up at Isobel, Selina, and Aunt Ursula with a mischievous smile. “And three Balfour ladies remaining. I wonder who shall be next?”

      “Heaven forbid!” Aunt Ursula rammed her cane into the carpet with such force that it seemed she was determined to pierce the floorboards. “Spare me from this plague of eligible men! I have kept my fortune to myself these past eighty years, and I’ll be hanged if I let anybody at it now!” She turned her frown from Isobel to Selina. “If you have any sense, girls, you’ll do as I do. Men are not worth the trouble.”

      “I quite agree, Auntie,” said Selina, taking out the pin she was holding between her teeth as she completed a tricky piece of embroidery. “I intend to expend my efforts on worthier pursuits. You know I have never thought much of love.”

      “Ah! Love!” Aunt Ursula sat back in her armchair with a heavy sigh. “Love is a different matter entirely! Girls, I encourage you to fall in love as often as possible. Nothing is more beneficial for the body and mind than a little amour. Only refrain from marriage, and all will be well.”

      “Your advice has come too late for me, I fear,” said Daisy, catching Isobel’s eye with a grin.

      “Well, you were lucky to be caught by my nephew. He is far better than other men.” Ursula seized the arms of her chair and pushed herself up with a heavy groan. “And that is all the wisdom I care to dispense today. It is time for my nap.”

      Isobel hurried to assist her. She bore the old lady’s litany of complaints with her usual calm smile as they shuffled out of the drawing room. Selina often wondered what lay beneath Isobel’s endless patience. Surely no one could really be as content and tranquil as she seemed to be.

      Selina picked up her embroidery again but could not settle to it. It had not escaped her that Daisy kept glancing her way, a frown creasing her brow, and opening her mouth as if to speak, only to think better of it and return to her fabric samples.

      Selina set the embroidery aside. “Is something the matter, Daisy?”

      “Oh, no. Not the matter, exactly. It’s only…” Daisy rubbed her thumb anxiously over a square of soft white cotton. She swallowed, evidently summoning up a great deal of courage. “Selina, I don’t want you to think that Alexander and I are not happy to have you here. If you stayed with us forever, we would be glad of it. But at the same time, it pains me to hear you speak as though you will never have a family of your own.”

      “Well, I am sorry to cause you pain. Would it reassure you to know that I do not suffer over it at all?”

      “No,” said Daisy. “No, it would not. Partly because it would be a shame to think you had given up all hope, and partly because I don’t quite believe that you have.” She glanced behind her to check that there was no one to overhear them. Selina realised, with a sinking heart, that Daisy was about to allude to a secret that only three people in all the world knew – Selina, Alexander, and now Daisy, as Alex’s wife. “You have loved before,” Daisy said quietly. “Why should you not hope to love again?”

      “It is not a question of hope.” Selina sighed, wondering how she could persuade a younger woman so much in love that romance was not as essential as the air they breathed. “Yes, it’s true that if Jeffrey had lived, I would have married him and been happy. But all that was such a long time ago now. In the years since his death, I have learned that there is a much better sort of contentment to aim for. My greatest joy in life comes from seeing the happiness of my siblings. You have made Alexander happy, George has made Anthea happy, and now Edith is finally married to the man I always thought would suit her best. With any luck, Isobel will soon be equally well settled, and I can turn my attention to being the maiden aunt I have long dreamed of being.” She smiled. “I’m afraid I will spoil your children terribly.”

      Daisy looked down at her own round stomach. “Is that truly enough for you, Selina?”

      “Enough? It is plenty! I already have more blessings than I ever dreamed of.” Selina returned her attention to the embroidery. “I am very pleased that I was once in love. It means I have no need to sigh over missed experiences. But Jeffrey died, I shed my tears for him, and now I am quite content as I am. I truly have no wish to risk my heart again. And, thank goodness, I have no need to marry where I do not love.”

      “No,” said Daisy, with a strange, almost guilty expression. “But you may yet find there are reasons to consider it.” She withdrew a letter from beneath her pile of fabric. “A letter has arrived for you. It was delivered by a footman wearing the Duke of Caversham’s livery.”

      Selina almost stabbed herself with the needle. “The Duke of Caversham?”

      “I haven’t read it,” said Daisy quickly. “It seems ridiculous that I should be your chaperone simply because I am married and you are not, especially since I look to you for guidance in so many things. I admit I was surprised. You have never mentioned any partiality between you.”

      Selina glared at the letter as though it was a spider that had fallen into Daisy’s lap. “No partiality exists. Quite the opposite, in fact. How dare that man presume –” Realising that she was on the verge of losing her temper, she swallowed her outrage and deliberately turned her head away from the letter. “I will send it back unopened.”

      “Are you sure?” Daisy held it towards her. “Selina, the Duke of Caversham! Only think –”

      “Let me make one thing clear.” She remembered Malcolm’s smirk as he asked her to dance at the ambassador’s ball, and something flickered in her stomach – something a little like nerves, and not quite like anger. Something she remembered feeling many years before.

      Selina was no blushing debutante. She knew what lay behind his sort of smile.

      “If I did wish to marry,” she said, “the Duke of Caversham is the last man on earth I would choose.” She shook her head ruefully. “If he thought he would gain my friendship by writing to me uninvited, he is mistaken. Please, Daisy. Send the letter back.”

      “As you wish.” Daisy tucked the letter into her reticule. “Now, which do you prefer for the baby’s christening gown? The white with a hint of cream, or the cream with a hint of white?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4

          

        

      

    

    
      Political power in London was as much about society as it was about the goings-on in the Houses of Parliament. Those who wanted to alter the course of the country had to see and be seen, to talk to the right people, to attend the right lectures, receive invitations to the right dinner parties – in short, to climb the slippery uphill slope of the ton’s affections to its peak.

      It was an area in which Malcolm had always excelled. He might not have the iron-fisted authority people remembered of his father, nor the Duke of Loxwell’s reputation for steadiness, but given enough time to work his magic he could have the surliest of voters eating out of the palm of his hand.

      Which made it particularly irksome when one of his rivals broke the unspoken covenants of their political conflict. Not only did it cause him problems in Parliament, but it made his social engagements decidedly awkward.

      “My dear Loxwell,” he said, when they met at Lady Sturgeon’s musicale. Nobody was less dear to him than the Duke of Loxwell at that moment, but he’d be damned if he’d show it. He turned on his most brotherly smile. “I’m afraid we’ve found ourselves in a rather difficult spot.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that,” said the young duke, countering Malcolm’s smile with his trademark frown. “I hope I haven’t done anything to offend you, Caversham.”

      Malcolm’s thoughts flickered to the letter addressed to the duke’s sister which was now lying in a crumpled ball in the wastepaper basket beside his desk. He would never know, of course, whether Loxwell was aware that Selina had sent back the letter unread. And Loxwell would certainly never tell him.

      Best to focus on the problem at hand. “It seems that you have put your name behind a candidate for the by-election in the Twynham borough. I’m afraid that I’ve invested quite a bit of time and energy courting the voters of Twynham. That seat was once in my father’s control, and I had a man in mind to bring it back into the Caversham pocket, as it were. I am running an old friend as the candidate – Sir Roderick March.”

      “Twynham?” Loxwell shook his head, the frown clearing. “You are mistaken, Caversham. I have no interest in having Twynham in my pocket.”

      Malcolm nodded, relieved. “I am glad to hear it. I should hate for us to be at odds with one another.”

      “It’s my sister, Selina, who’s taken the interest in it.”

      Malcolm blinked. For a moment, he wasn’t sure that he’d heard correctly. Selina had been on his mind only moments before, after all. Had he been thinking of her so much that he’d started imagining he heard her name?

      “Forgive me.” He cleared his throat. “Did you say –”

      “Selina, yes. She’s throwing her full support behind the Whigs this year.” Loxwell shrugged, smiling ruefully. “I admit, there are times when I feel I am not the major political player in the family.”

      “Lady Selina.” Malcolm’s teeth gritted together beneath his amiable smile. There were times when it was appropriate for a woman to have a name that sounded like music, and this was not one of them. “Well, that’s certainly an interesting development. Good day, Loxwell. Enjoy the music.”

      Selina Balfour was never hard to find, even in a crowd. There was something about her that drew the eye, no matter which corner of the room Malcolm was in. Today, she was wearing a gown the colour of the Cornish sea in summer. A gold comb with turquoise detailing was nestled in her dark hair.

      She turned from her conversation with Lady Sturgeon, her eyebrow rising when she saw Malcolm.

      “Your Grace.” She and Lady Sturgeon matched each other for the depth of their curtsey. But Selina, unlike their hostess, did not lower her eyes, but kept them fixed firmly on Malcolm’s. A challenge? A declaration of defiance?

      Or simply a warning that he was, once again, about to be brushed off as carelessly as she’d shake the dust from a glove?

      He took her hand, though she hadn’t held it out, and pressed it to his lips. Selina withdrew it rapidly, mouth tightening.

      “You are hell-bent on driving me mad,” he said. Selina’s eyes widened in alarm, gratifyingly enough. He knew she could only think that he was referring to the letter, and there would be nothing she wanted Lady Sturgeon to hear about less.

      “Twynham,” he said, with just enough growl to let her know he was serious. “I was hoping my candidate would run unopposed, and now I find a challenger appearing with the Balfour name behind him.” He offered Selina his arm, which she took with a nod of apology to Lady Sturgeon. “Don’t you know you ought never to come between a man and his political ambition?”

      Selina cocked her head sideways, just enough to expose an elegant length of pale neck. Malcolm would have laid any money that it would knock her from her high horse if he took off a glove and ran a teasing finger down that inviting stretch of skin. But he valued his fingers too much to risk them being bitten off.

      “I wasn’t aware that you had Twynham in your pocket, Your Grace.”

      “It’s half in,” he said. “And, it seems, half in yours.”

      “There is nothing in my pocket at all. I don’t agree with buying and selling votes, as though the fate of the country were worth nothing more than a bribe. I particularly disagree with the notion that a powerful man can become yet more powerful simply by installing an obedient friend in the House of Commons.” She met his eyes impassively. “No offence intended.”

      “Naturally.” She had meant to offend him, of course. Malcolm was caught between amusement and irritation. “But if the very concept of a pocket borough offends your honour, I fail to see why you are interested in the election at all. What do you have to gain by interfering?”

      A flicker of annoyance broke her impassive gaze as she took note of that word – interfering. She recovered so smoothly that only a very careful observer would have noticed that Malcolm had landed a blow. Luckily for Malcolm, he was watching her carefully indeed.

      Selina went on, speaking more crisply than before. “I have decided to support a man with a fine mind and a bright future, that’s all. My candidate, Mr Forrester, was born in Twynham. He is determined to represent the borough well.”

      “Really! Martin Forrester – the lawyer?”

      “The finest young legal mind in England, as some call him.”

      “And you would set him against Sir Roderick March, who hails from one of England’s oldest families?”

      “Why shouldn’t I? Mr Forrester has made a name for himself through talent and hard work. From the first time I heard him speak – his lectures on social reform are very popular, by the way, and I’m sure you would benefit from hearing one – I knew he deserved my patronage. Sir Roderick has achieved nothing, as far as I can see, except a rather lucrative friendship with you.”

      “Careful.” It was as though she knew exactly how to set his hackles rising. “Sir Roderick was my father’s dearest friend.”

      “And hasn’t he made a wonderful career out of it?” Sensing, perhaps, that she had gone too far, Selina gave Malcolm’s arm a placating squeeze. “Come, Your Grace. You have so much influence already. Would you really begrudge me this small piece of it?”

      “I might begrudge it less if I knew you were not truly after it just to spite me.”

      Genuine confusion creased her brows. “You really cannot believe I have another motive?”

      “If you were really concerned for the people of Twynham, you’d be content making charitable visits to the poor, as other ladies do when they want people to praise their virtue. Politics is a strange hobby for a woman.”

      “I could not disagree more.” Selina gestured towards Lady Sturgeon, who was fluttering her fan at a pair of lords nearby. “Why is Lady Sturgeon hosting this musicale, if not to garner support for her husband in the House of Lords?” When Malcolm was unmoved, Selina sighed and snapped her own fan closed. “I do not accept that women must be resigned to a passive role. Think of the Duchess of Devonshire. She was one of the foremost campaigners of the last generation! When I spoke out in favour of Mr Forrester, it was not you I was thinking of. It was the duchess.”

      “That great lady possessed something you lack.” Malcolm could not resist a wicked grin at Selina’s flicker of alarm. “She had a duke for a husband.”

      Selina’s lips pressed tight. “And very unhappy he made her too, by all accounts.”

      “This competition would be entirely unnecessary if you were my wife, Selina. The particular candidate makes little difference to me, Sir Roderick’s feelings aside. It’s the seat I want, and the vote in the Commons.”

      She touched the tip of her fan to her lips, as though she were actually considering it. “With so much lust for power in your heart, Your Grace, there can be little room for anything else.”

      “Great men cannot afford soft hearts, my lady.”

      “In that case, since you are such a very great man, I think you can withstand a little competition.” She let go of his arm and extended her hand. “May the best man win.”

      Malcolm was tempted not to shake it, but any sign of a thaw from Lady Icicle was a good thing. He pressed her hand just long enough to watch her eyes widen. “I look forward to your inevitable defeat.”

      “Ladies and gentlemen!” called Lady Sturgeon from the front of the room. “Do please take your seats! The entertainment is about to begin.”

      Selina withdrew her hand with as much warmth as midwinter. “I hope you enjoy the music, Your Grace.” She made to sweep away but glanced back over her shoulder at the last moment. “It would be a pity if it were spoiled by the prospect of ceding to a woman.”

      Malcolm took a seat at the back of the room as the musicians – a famous string quartet visiting from Germany – began to play.

      He tried to pretend that he was not sitting there simply because it offered him the perfect view of Selina Balfour’s elegant profile – the graceful curve of her back – the languid poise of her shoulders – but he had never been much good at fooling himself.

      Malcolm’s father had always said that the first thing to do, on facing an enemy, was seek out their weakness. Since Malcolm was his own worst enemy more often than not, the task was not difficult. He simply had to add Selina to the list of his own vulnerabilities.

      To discover her Achilles’ heel, though – that would be the real challenge in the weeks ahead. It was one thing to lose control of a borough to a fellow duke. It was quite another to be bested by that duke’s sister.

      Even when said lady happened to be as formidable an opponent as Lady Selina Balfour.
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      Selina had chosen her first campaigning outfit with great care. Her dress was a sober maroon, as far removed from girlish pastel as could be. She wore a grey pelisse edged with matching deep red ribbon. Atop her hat was a plume of grey feathers that would mark her out in any crowd. She could not be missed.

      Nor could she be mistaken for the silly young woman many of the voters would expect her to be.

      “Bravo!” she called, clapping loudly as Mr Forrester finished his speech. “Bravo!” She gently nudged Aunt Ursula, who had fallen into a doze beside her.

      “Is it finished?” asked the old lady, rousing herself with difficulty. “About time, too. I’ve missed my afternoon sherry. My throat is parched!”

      “Lady Selina!” called a portly gentleman, whom Selina recognised as one of the voters of the Twynham borough. He tipped his hat and nodded to Aunt Ursula. “How nice to see young gels taking an interest in politics, eh, Lady Ursula?”

      “I am very glad to see you here, too, Mr Griggs,” said Selina, ignoring the phrase young gels. “I thought Mr Forrester spoke exceptionally well.”

      “Yes indeed, yes indeed.” Mr Griggs’s attention drifted over Selina’s shoulder, where it caught on something that evidently surprised him. “Ah!” He made a low bow. “Good day, Your Grace!”

      “Good day, Mr Griggs.” The Duke of Caversham stepped down from his carriage with a beaming smile. He bowed to Aunt Ursula, winked at Selina, and gestured expansively towards the podium where Mr Forrester was taking questions from the keener members of his audience. “Quite the spectacle. I must say, I was impressed. Mr Forrester does have a talent for public speaking.”

      “I should think so, Your Grace,” said Selina stiffly. “He is one of our finest barristers, after all.”

      A second man was descending the carriage behind Malcolm – a man with a high domed forehead rising above the wisps of grey hair, and an expression that suggested he had recently trodden in manure. Selina gave him a cool nod. “I wonder if Sir Roderick shares our opinion of Mr Forrester?”

      “Naturally he does!” cried Malcolm, throwing his arm about Sir Roderick’s shoulders. Sir Roderick greeted Selina with an oily smile that was not improved by its close proximity to Malcolm’s roguish grin. “In fact,” Malcolm continued, “in order to celebrate, we would like to invite Mr Forrester and his illustrious audience to dinner at my club. There’s a barrel of brandy waiting to be tapped.”

      A low cheer went up from a few nearby gentlemen. Mr Griggs rubbed his ample belly in anticipation. “That’s most kind of you, Your Grace! Most kind!”

      Martin Forrester was hurrying towards them, hampered by the necessity of exchanging greetings with the gentlemen who stopped to congratulate him. When he reached them, his eager young face was flushed red. He bowed deeply to Malcolm, his back stiff enough to convey his deep suspicion.

      “I don’t believe we’ve met,” said Malcolm, extending a hand. “I am the Duke of Caversham.”

      “An honour, Your Grace.” Mr Forrester shook his hand firmly, voice carefully neutral. “My name is Martin Forrester.”

      “So I hear. Well, I must commend you. You spoke extremely well. Sir Roderick agrees with me, don’t you, Roddy?”

      Sir Roderick made a non-committal grunt. Malcolm hesitated a moment, but when no further response appeared, he turned his well-practised smile back on Mr Forrester.

      “I do hope you’ll join us both for dinner.”

      Mr Forrester glanced at Selina, alarm bells jangling in his eyes. “I…”

      “Oh, do come, Forrester,” said Mr Griggs. “I don’t see why a bit of competition should prevent us all sharing a tot of brandy. Besides, it’ll give us the chance to talk about your schemes for relief for the poor. Or was it the needy? I admit I didn’t follow the finer points.” He let out a bray of laughter.

      “Sounds fascinating,” said Malcolm, his glittering eyes fixed on Selina.

      “You are very generous, Your Grace,” said Mr Forrester. Selina gave him a subtle nod. He straightened his shoulders. “I would be delighted to join you.”

      “Excellent. My men will flag down a hackney for you.” The corner of Malcolm’s mouth edged upwards. “A pity the ladies can’t join us.”

      “I’m sure there will be other opportunities for us all to discuss important matters in a more suitable location,” said Selina airily. Her pride would not let her reveal quite how much Malcolm had irked her, but she was certain that he knew it all the same.

      “Yes, but I’m afraid there won’t be quite so much brandy and japery at the refined event you have in mind.”

      “Brandy?” said Aunt Ursula, cupping a hand around her ear. “No, Your Grace! It’s sherry I’m after! Sherry!”

      Selina smiled, despite herself, and took Aunt Ursula’s arm. “We mustn’t keep you gentlemen any longer. Congratulations, Mr Forrester. You put your position across marvellously today.” She nodded her goodbyes to the rest of them – a very curt nod for Malcolm – and swept away as elegantly as she could with Ursula pottering along beside her.

      Her graceful exit was marred somewhat by the groom’s mournful expression as they reached the carriage. “We can’t leave yet, my lady. One of the horses has thrown a shoe.”

      Selina battled down her irritation. It was not the groom’s fault that Malcolm had swept in and taken over her rally. It would not be fair to take out her frustrations on him. “How unfortunate. Have you sent for another horse?”

      “Yes, my lady. But it may take a while to arrive.”

      A large spot of rain landed on Selina’s nose. She wiped it off delicately and turned her eyes to the sky, where thick grey clouds were turning the afternoon prematurely to night.

      “We will wait inside the carriage,” she decided. “In you get, Auntie. I don’t want you to get wet.”

      Another raindrop splattered down on the cobblestones, followed swiftly by another, and another. Before Aunt Ursula had wobbled halfway into the carriage, it was lashing down.

      “Not to worry, my lady!” said the groom, taking off his coat and holding it over Selina’s head. She waved him off.

      “A little rain never hurt anyone.” Though it was certainly the final damp straw of a very trying afternoon. “I’ll be under cover soon enough. Keep yourself warm!”

      She took a step back as the shining black wheels of a town coach rolled past. To her surprise, the enormous carriage ground to a halt at her side. The Caversham livery gleamed golden on its door.

      Malcolm opened the coach door himself, glanced at the rain, and leaned out just far enough that his hat did not get wet. “Is something the matter, my lady? One of your horses is unhitched.”

      “He’s thrown a shoe.” Selina sheltered her face with a hand, wishing with all her might that Malcolm would leave off his crowing and go to dissolve himself in brandy at the club. “Matters are in hand, Your Grace.”

      Malcolm glanced warily at the rain and produced a large grey umbrella from under his seat. He opened it carefully, without exposing his hands to the weather, and managed to extricate himself from the carriage without a drop of rain touching him. He stood beside Selina, the umbrella sheltering them both.

      “I must offer you a lift home.”

      “I won’t put you to the trouble.” Selina could not keep the twist of bitterness from her voice. “You have taken such effort to woo the Twynham voters. I know you don’t want to keep them waiting.”

      “Nonsense. I am not the candidate. My manners are not the ones under scrutiny.” He turned back to shout at the hunched grey man inside the carriage. “Roddy? Roddy, you must get yourself a hackney. I am taking the Balfour ladies home.” He beckoned to a footman. “Hail a hackney for Sir Roderick, there’s a good man.”

      He turned back to Selina. She realised that she had taken two steps too many into the shelter of the umbrella. His face was dangerously close to hers.

      She could see every strong-jawed, finely carved reason the young ladies had christened him His Gorgeous Grace. The shadow of masculine hair beginning to roughen a chin that must have been shaved only that morning. The flecks of green deep within the startling blue of his eyes, like the refracted light at the heart of a crystal.

      Malcolm caught her by the elbow as she took a step back. “You’ll get wet,” he said quietly.

      Selina glanced up at the tented black oilcloth. “My father always told me never to trust a man who carried an umbrella.”

      “Fortunately, we live in more enlightened times. They aren’t only for Frenchmen and dandies these days.” He gave the polished handle an ironic shake, sending droplets of rain sparkling to the ground around them. “They are also useful for those too wealthy to care what other men think of them.”

      Sir Roderick descended, grumbling, from the carriage behind him. Within moments, Malcolm had handed Selina and Ursula inside, and they were dry and warm and making swift progress through the winding streets.

      Aunt Ursula propped her feet up on the seat opposite, tipped back her head against the cushioned backrest, and was snoring uproariously within moments. Selina tried not to meet Malcolm’s eyes. She wasn’t sure she’d be able to contain her laughter if she did.

      “I thought I’d be in for a lecture,” he said. Selina risked a glance and found him watching her with another of his teasing smiles. “I’d wager you have a gift for rhetoric every bit as potent as your Mr Forrester. And here I am, a captive audience, and as deserving of a tongue-lashing as I’ve ever been. And yet you are silent.”

      “I’d tell you exactly what I thought of you if I didn’t suspect you’d enjoy it,” said Selina stiffly. “Or find some way to turn it against me.” She patted the back of her hair, where the curls had caught the rain and were beginning to unfurl themselves. “You thought of the perfect way to usurp my rally, and you want me to congratulate you by way of getting angry. I don’t see why I should give you the satisfaction.”

      He leaned closer. “If you’ve made one thing clear, Selina, it is that I’ll get no satisfaction from you whatsoever.”

      Selina glanced at Aunt Ursula, who let rip another rumbling snore. Her shoulders tensed. “I think silence was the better option.”

      He sat back, a thoughtful finger stroking his chin. “You despise me, don’t you.”

      “I don’t think of you enough to despise you.”

      “Why?” A genuine note of hurt coarsened his voice. At least, she thought it was genuine. She was certain that Malcolm could feign any emotion he chose – particularly when in pursuit of a conquest – but when she met his eyes, she saw no hint of guile.

      Only interest, and an endless azure blue.

      “What have I done to make you dislike me?” he pressed. “It can’t be the politics. You’ve given me enough set downs over the years that I know it’s not a new aversion.”

      Selina took a slow breath. “Why do you want to know?”

      He glanced down, jaw tightening, then gave a careless shrug. “If I’ve been in the habit of making accidental enemies throughout the ton, I ought to know about it. It doesn’t do a man any good to be disliked.” He cocked an eyebrow. “I confess I’ve always thought of myself as rather charming.”

      “Yes. I know.” Selina shook her head. A cold drip of rain fell from her sodden hair and traced its way down her neck. She gave a little shiver. “That’s part of the problem. The rest of it is… Oh, it isn’t anything you’ve done.”

      “Well, that’s promising.”

      “It’s who you are.”

      “Ah.”

      Selina didn’t know what she was expecting, but it certainly wasn’t another of his devil’s grins.

      “Let me guess,” said Malcolm, leaning back and lacing his fingers behind his head. “You think me vain, arrogant, frivolous and undeserving of my station in life.”

      “I wouldn’t put it in those words.”

      “No, you’re far too polite for that.” His grin widened as he shook his head in mock contrition. “Dear me. I can certainly see why the esteemed Lady Selina Balfour wants nothing to do with me.”

      “I didn’t call myself esteemed.”

      “But people do esteem you, Selina.” He dropped the grin like a lead weight. “People esteem you in a way they do not esteem me, and – if I’m perfectly honest – I suppose that is why I…”

      The carriage came to a halt. Malcolm frowned, closed his mouth abruptly, and looked out of the window. “Here we are. The Loxwell residence.” He pursed his lips and considered Aunt Ursula. “How best to wake her?”

      “I’ll do it.” Selina gave her aunt a gentle shake. “Auntie? We’re home.” She settled her face into a smile as Ursula snorted and harrumphed her way back to the waking world. “Let’s get you that glass of sherry.”

      “Dear girl,” said Ursula, patting her hand. She nodded approvingly at Malcolm, too. “Dear boy.”

      “Auntie, His Grace the Duke of Caversham is not a dear boy.”

      “Oh, do let Lady Ursula call me what she likes.” He was smiling, just as falsely as Selina was, though with twice as much verve. “I haven’t been anybody’s dear boy in years.”

      Selina only realised how shallow her breathing had been when she and Ursula were handing their wet coats to the butler and the door was firmly closed behind them. She closed her eyes a moment and took a deep breath, wishing she could wipe the memory of the carriage ride from her mind. She rather suspected she would be reliving that unexpectedly frank conversation through the early hours of the morning.

      Her brother put his head out of the drawing room door as Aunt Ursula toddled off in search of a change of clothes and her long-awaited sherry.

      “Was that Caversham’s carriage that brought you home?” Alexander asked, looking at her curiously.

      Selina shook the last of the rain from her hair and joined him in the drawing room. “One of our horses threw a shoe. I never suspected Caversham had a talent for chivalry, and I was right. He was just about to tell me precisely why he so dislikes me when we reached the house.”

      Alexander gave her a sympathetic frown. “It must have been a terribly awkward journey.”

      Selina let her eyes drift to the window, where the back of Malcolm’s carriage was just visible through the haze of rain as it rounded a corner.

      Part of her was still inside that carriage, finding – too late – the words to respond to his accusations of dislike, and she wished it were not.

      “I’m afraid I’ll be seeing more and more of him as the Twynham election approaches,” she said. “It’s almost enough to make me give up the scheme entirely.”

      “But not quite,” Alexander guessed, with a wry grin.

      “No. Not quite.” She turned back to him, smiling triumphantly. “I won’t be beaten, you know. Not by anyone. And especially not by the Duke of Caversham.”
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      “You’re looking cheerful, Caversham,” remarked Lord Louis, as he drained the last of the claret in his glass and motioned a nearby footman to supply him with another. Malcolm sipped his own drink slowly. He was not intending to have more than one; a card party was no place to lose one’s powers of judgement. The ton’s obsession with gambling could ruin a man in the space of an evening. Even one in possession of a fortune as large as Malcolm’s, though that would admittedly take a concerted effort.

      Louis had no such qualms. He was a man blessed with an indulgent father and no property of his own to lose. Already half in his cups, he raised his freshly filled glass to toast Malcolm’s smile and waggled his eyebrows suggestively. “I’ll wager I can guess what’s got you looking so pleased with yourself.”

      “Unless it’s the sunny outlook of the Twynham by-election, you are mistaken.”

      Louis frowned. “That’s terribly dry, Caversham. I thought you’d had some luck at last with…” He lowered his voice, attempting an air of mystery. “That other matter we discussed.”

      “I have no other matters at hand.” Malcolm prayed that, for once, Louis would learn to take a hint and stop talking. The last thing he wanted was his private business drunkenly dissected in public.

      Particularly not at the Earl of Streatham’s card party.

      “Lord Streatham!” cried Louis, as their host approached. “What a marvellous evening this is!” He slapped Streatham on the back with his meaty hand. “And you are looking very well, I must say! Marriage suits you!”

      “It certainly does.” George Bonneville, Earl of Streatham, had returned from his honeymoon with a sunburned nose and a sparkle in his eyes that Malcolm did not recall being there before.

      “Have you met the new Lady Streatham, Caversham?” asked Louis, his cheeks glowing with what was either enthusiasm or an excess of wine. “She’s the wonderful girl who writes such polemics in the London Chronicle.”

      “I met her once or twice as Lady Anthea Balfour,” said Malcolm. “Not yet as Streatham’s countess.”

      And what a surprise it had been when Streatham landed her. Malcolm had always thought of Streatham as a devil-may-care, insubstantial sort of fellow. He had spent his days idling about Europe until Anthea met him, married him, and launched them both into the heart of the nation’s political scene by penning a series of acerbic articles for the Chronicle.

      It seemed the lady wished to do some good in the world, and her husband had transformed under her influence.

      “I never took you for an avid reader, my lord,” said Streatham, his handsome brows quirking upwards. Louis laughed, not at all offended.

      “Lady Streatham makes it all sound so dashed entertaining, that’s the trouble! I’ve never had much of a head for business, but when she writes about this tax or that riot, it’s all as thrilling as a night at the theatre!”

      Pride glowed in Streatham’s eyes. Malcolm felt a strange tug of jealousy as the earl accepted the compliment on his wife’s behalf.

      Anthea was a lovely girl, true enough, and as sharp as a tack, but she had never been the Balfour lady most worthy of attention.

      “I would love to discuss her latest column with her,” Louis pressed. “If it wouldn’t bore her to death to talk business at a party.”

      Streatham beamed. “Not at all. I’m sure she’d be delighted.” He turned, searching the busy card tables for his wife, and waved to a pair of ladies on the other side of the room. Anthea’s attention could not have been far from him, for she saw him at once and began making her way towards them.

      With her sister, Selina, on her arm.

      “Now see what you’ve done,” Malcolm muttered, glaring at Louis.

      “What now?”

      He jerked his head towards Selina. “The easiest way to spoil my good temper is an audience with Lady Icicle.”

      “If you wished to avoid her, I don’t know what you’re doing at her sister’s card party,” said Louis, reasonably enough. Malcolm had no answer.

      Streatham put a hand on Anthea’s waist and guided her into their circle. “I’m afraid you have an admirer on your hands, my darling.” He bent his head close to her ear, his lips almost brushing it. “Another one.”

      Anthea laughed and pushed him away, pleasure gleaming in her eyes. Malcolm swallowed his distaste.

      So this was what Balfour women did to perfectly sensible men. He was beginning to understand why Selina seemed so disinterested in marriage. Perhaps her aversion to Britain’s power players stemmed from watching them turn to sentimental fools in the hands of her sisters.

      He bowed to the ladies politely, but Louis seized Anthea’s hand and kissed it with puppyish adoration. “Lady Streatham! May I congratulate you on your marriage! And on the wonderful success of your column!”

      “Don’t ask her which she’s prouder of,” warned Streatham, his hand still resting possessively on his wife’s waist. “I’ll come off worst, I know it.”

      “Nonsense,” said Anthea, laying a fond hand on his arm.

      “I’m afraid you have no right to complain, George,” said Selina. She hadn’t met Malcolm’s eyes, but was watching the newlywed couple with the light of their happiness reflected in her expression. “You knew from the start that you were getting a wife with ink stains on her fingers.”

      “And I couldn’t be happier about it,” he said.

      Selina glanced at Malcolm and gave him a light frown, as though surprised to find him watching her. He realised only then how intensely he must have been studying her face. They both quickly looked away.

      “Now, Lord Louis,” Anthea was saying, “don’t tell me you have been reading my little column?”

      “Reading it? I have all but learned your latest piece by heart!” Louis rubbed his hands together enthusiastically. “I would dearly love to know what you are going to write about next!”

      “Next?” Anthea exchanged a grin with her husband. “The next one is sitting on my writing desk. You may be the first to see it, if you like.”

      Louis looked like a child on Christmas morning. “I should like nothing more!”

      “George, you don’t mind doing without me for a moment, do you?”

      Streatham bowed. “Your public needs you!”

      Anthea took Louis’s arm and led him away, her blush deepening as she listened to his effusions of delight.

      “I have never seen my sister looking so content,” said Selina, watching them go. “I am so glad she has you, George.”

      “Enough, enough!” he laughed, throwing up his hands. “I am pleased enough with myself already. I shall become insufferable if you say any more.” He bowed to her and to Malcolm. “Do excuse me. I must take a turn about the room and see that everyone is enjoying themselves.”

      Perhaps Malcolm had imagined it, but he thought that Streatham paused for a moment before moving on, looking from Malcolm to Selina with an expression that was almost cunning. But the moment was fleeting, and Streatham had departed before Malcolm could make anything of it.

      Leaving him alone with Selina.

      He half-expected her to find a reason to turn on her heel and find someone else to talk to, but before she could, he heard himself say, “I trust you are well, my lady.”

      “Quite well.” She hesitated, glancing about as though searching for an escape, and then raised her eyes to his. “And you?”

      “Perhaps you’d join me for a hand of piquet?”

      Selina’s dark brows rose by a millimetre. “Thank you, but no. I don’t care for high-stakes gambling.”

      “Nor do I.” He cursed himself for pressing it. There were plenty of women who relished his company, weren’t there? Why was he so compelled by the cool glare of the one who had made it perfectly clear she disliked him?

      Selina gave him a dry smile. “Then piquet makes an odd choice of game.”

      He took a step towards her, his fingers tightening against the cool glass in his hand. Perhaps it was precisely her dislike that enticed him. There was something painfully pleasurable about discovering how much of himself he could inflict on Selina before she pushed him away.

      “Neither of us are in need of money. Why don’t we play for something more interesting?” He flashed her the type of smile that never failed to make women simper.

      It failed then. But he saw curiosity flicker in her dark gaze.

      “Such as?”

      “For each point you win, you may ask me a question. For each one I take, I ask you a question.” He went to a nearby empty table and pulled out a chair. “The catch is that you must answer. And answer honestly.”

      Selina slid into the chair. His fingers, still holding it, grazed the fichu covering her shoulders as she sat back. It was all he could do not to tug at it, to uncover a little more of that pale skin. He wondered how soft she would feel. A woman so sharp must surely have some soft places, somewhere, if he could only discover them.

      He had left his hand there too long. She inclined her neck and looked up at him. He expected a rebuke, but instead found himself pinned by an inquiring pair of almond-shaped eyes.

      “How will you know if I am dishonest, Your Grace?”

      He removed his hand. He could not do so without touching her more. She was surprisingly warm.

      What had he expected? Icicle by name, icicle by nature?

      “I will have to trust to your honour.” He took the seat opposite her and picked up the pack of cards, discarding those they did not need and shuffling them with well-practised ease. “Do you accept my terms?”

      She paused a moment, her eyes following the fluid motion of the cards in his hands, and she gave a single nod. “And the winner? What prize is at stake?”

      “I don’t suppose you’d agree to withdraw your interference in the Twynham election if you lose.”

      “Would you?”

      “No.” He began dealing the cards. “A token, then. Nothing valuable. Something of the loser’s own choosing.” A slow grin spread over his face. “A symbol of my victory over you. Or yours over me.”

      He had intrigued her. She was trying not to show it, but he was learning to read the minute expressions that betrayed her inner thoughts. The slight pursing of those delicate lips, the subtle tilting of her head.

      “Very well.” She took up her piles of cards. “Let’s play.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      By the time Selina realised she had been tricked, it was too late.

      It was her own folly that led her astray. She’d always thought of Malcolm as less clever than he liked to appear, so when he began losing, it was only what she had expected.

      The questions she asked him as she took each point were banal, unimportant. Did he prefer the theatre or the opera? The theatre, as it happened. Was he more likely to be found at Vauxhall Gardens of an evening, or his club? The club, naturally.

      But Malcolm answered every question with an easy honesty, his blue eyes never wavering, and by the time Selina was fifty points up, she felt secure.

      Then Malcolm won his first point.

      “What quality do you admire most in a man?”

      Selina’s fingers fumbled as she spread her cards. The intimacy of the question, after so much triviality, caught her off guard.

      “What?”

      Malcolm set his cards aside and rested his chin on a hand, watching her keenly. “What quality do you admire most in a man?” he repeated. His eyes flared wider, just for an instant. I’ve caught you now, they seemed to say.

      Selina pressed her lips together. “Kindness,” she said, eventually, the word forcing itself out reluctantly between her unwilling lips.

      “Kindness?”

      “The quality of my father which I remember best is that he was always kind.”

      “And is your father the only man you have ever admired?”

      “You only won one question, Your Grace.”

      “True.” He smiled, taking up his cards again. “I shall pray that my luck continues.”

      And continue it did. Malcolm won the next point, and the next, and the next. He did not repeat the question she hadn’t answered. It seemed there was no end to the private details he wanted to uncover.

      Did she ever feel lonely? Yes, at times. Who in the world did she most wish to emulate? The Duchess of Devonshire, of course, as she’d said before. Her political impact was still felt now, years after her death.

      “And you will manage it without the need to become a duchess,” he said, a teasing gleam in his eyes. Selina opened her mouth to protest, but he forestalled her with a shake of his head. “That wasn’t a question. Play on.”

      Selina was exasperated, but not surprised, when he won the next point.

      “Of which of your siblings are you the most jealous?” he asked, tossing the question out carelessly, as though it did not constitute a betrayal of Selina’s very way of life.

      “I am not jealous of any of them.”

      “Is that the truth?”

      Selina hesitated. “Anthea,” she said, soft and low.

      “Because she’s a countess?”

      “Because she has earned respect that has nothing to do with her marriage.”

      He nodded thoughtfully. “Of course.”

      He let her win the next one. If he was still trying to conceal his strategy, he was doing a poor job of it. She knew he had let her win.

      “Does it please you to provoke me?” she asked, too frustrated to think of anything else.

      Malcolm took the question more seriously than she had expected. He rubbed at his chin, and his eyes made their familiar slow progress over her face, down the length of her arms, around the part of her body visible above the card table. “It does.”

      She felt that she had taken more of him than she expected, even though she had already known what he would say.

      Malcolm swallowed, studying his cards with more care than he had before. The game was nearly at an end. He was several points up, and his next play would win it, if he got it right. Selina was not at all surprised when he did.

      What did surprise her was the way he covered her hand with his as she cast her remaining cards aside.

      She looked up to find him watching her hungrily, his eyes serious and his rugged jaw tight.

      “Have you ever been in love?” he asked.

      Selina did not look away. “Yes.”

      “When?”

      “As a young girl. The year of my first Season.”

      “That explains why you never made eyes at me with the rest of them.”

      “That is not the only reason.”

      His hand still covered hers, large enough to envelop it completely. She felt a latent strength in its gentle pressure that was both a warning and a promise.

      “You used to dance in those days, didn’t you?” he asked.

      “I did.”

      “Never with me.”

      “Once or twice with you, though I am not surprised that you have forgotten.”

      “This man you loved. What was so special about him that he won you where no other man could?”

      “It was not the man himself, in truth, though he was wonderful. I had been a mother to my siblings for so many years after my parents died. At seventeen, it felt like a burden. He was my escape. Love was my escape.”

      “Not forever.”

      “Nothing is.” She shrugged and tried to look away, but Malcolm was nothing if not hard to ignore. He leaned closer to her.

      “He jilted you?”

      “He died.”

      Malcolm let go of her hand. Suddenly and sharply, as though her fingers had grown hot as coals. His eyes broke from hers and he rubbed the hand with the other, idly, his mind on something else.

      “I am sorry,” he said, his voice quiet and rough. “That was not for me to ask.”

      “I chose to answer.” Selina took up her reticule and began searching inside it. “I owe you a token.”

      “I asked more than my share of questions.” He pushed out from the table and made to stand.

      “You beat me fairly.” Her fingers closed around the object she had been searching for. “It’s not quite the Twynham by-election, but…”

      She held it towards him. A soft square of fabric, with a blue-winged swallow embroidered upon it.

      Malcolm took it hesitantly, holding it up carefully to inspect the tiny bird in silk thread.

      “Did you make this?”

      “You sound surprised.”

      His mouth twisted wryly. He weighed the square of fabric in his hand as though it were something very precious. “Lady Selina Balfour, doyenne of the London political scene, partaking in such a domestic activity as embroidery? I am astonished.” He tried to pass it back to her. “I cannot take this. Really. It’s too lovely. You must have intended it for something.”

      “For my new niece or nephew. But I can easily make another.” She busied herself with fastening up her reticule, refusing to take it back. “Keep it. Else you might forget you’ve beaten me.”

      Malcolm folded the square with reverence and tucked it into his pocket. “I shall never forget that. Believe me.”

      “Selina?” Anthea appeared at her side. Selina had not noticed her approach. She started, as though she’d been caught doing something she shouldn’t, and pressed a hand anxiously to her carefully pinned hair as she turned away from Malcolm.

      “Aunt Ursula is tired,” said Anthea. “She was asking whether you are ready to go home.”

      The card party was breaking up around them. Selina looked at the clock and felt a pang of guilt over the lateness of the hour. Aunt Ursula was too elderly to be kept up so late.

      “Of course I’m ready.” She turned to say goodbye to Malcolm, but he was already gone, walking towards Lord Louis who was wrapping up his game of whist on the other side of the room. One of Malcolm’s hands was pressed stiffly against his right jacket pocket, where the embroidered swallow was hidden.

      Selina found Aunt Ursula and joined the other guests who were busy bidding their hosts and each other goodnight, pulling on thick gloves for the cold journey home, waiting for the footmen to fetch their coats. At last, after kissing Anthea fondly and shaking George’s hand, Selina emerged from the house into a cloudy night. The sky was dark, devoid of stars, and there was a mist in the air that thickened to rain as they waited for their carriage.

      In the confusion of feet and horse hooves and carriage wheels, a small black-spotted shape ran low about the heedless ankles of the departing guests. Selina barely registered the dog until it let out a loud, pitiful howl. A circle opened around the sound, people hastening to move away from the wounded animal.

      The dog had caught an accidental kick and been sent under the wheels of a rolling carriage. Selina caught sight of it by rising on tiptoe to peer over Lord Louis’s greatcoated shoulders. It was a sweet little thing, half-grown, a coach dog judging by its white coat and black spots. It lay on the cobbles beside the carriage wheel and whined in distress.

      The rain began to splatter down in earnest.

      “Drat,” said the elderly lord whose carriage had run over the dog. “That’s one of mine. Has anybody got a pistol? Put the poor thing out of its misery. Best way.”

      “Wait!”

      Malcolm’s open umbrella bulled through the crowd before him like a battering ram. He cast it aside as he reached the open space around the dog and knelt down beside it, his knee dropping carelessly into a puddle. He bent over the dog, protecting it from the gawping onlookers, and pulled off his glove with his teeth to run his hands over the leg.

      “Careful, Caversham!” called Lord Louis. “It’ll bite you!”

      But the dog seemed to sense that Malcolm was a friend. It made no move to bite him, and its whining quieted save for a high-pitched yelp when Malcolm touched the leg that had been caught under the wheel.

      “A broken leg, I think,” said Malcolm. The rain was bouncing from the brim of his hat. He glanced upwards, gave a slight shudder, and returned his attention to the dog.

      Selina pushed past Lord Louis and took up the umbrella Malcolm had cast aside. He did not notice, at first, that the rain had stopped falling on him. He was entirely focused on taking off his greatcoat to wrap around the dog. When he rose to his feet, the dog clasped safely in his arms, he nearly stepped on Selina’s foot. She stumbled backwards, the umbrella tipping sideways, and Malcolm looked upwards, as surprised as though the sky had turned to oilcloth.

      When he saw who was holding the umbrella, he gave a puzzled frown that was somehow warmer than all his knowing smiles.

      “There’s no future for a coach dog with a broken leg, Caversham,” said Louis. Someone had found a pistol, and it was passed through the crowd to Louis. He hefted it with a regretful sigh. “Let’s do it around the corner so we don’t upset the ladies.”

      “Nobody is going to shoot this dog.”

      It was easy to forget, while he was flirting with her and riling her, that Malcolm was still a duke. A duke, with all the power and authority the title implied. Selina fancied she saw the crowd step back in unison to escape the whip in his words.

      “My lady, if you would.” He nodded at the umbrella. “My carriage is this way.”

      Selina followed him, sheltering herself and the duke and the dog, until they reached his town coach.

      Malcolm placed the dog on the seat and saw that it was comfortable before stepping inside himself. He turned with a foot on the step and took hold of the umbrella.

      Selina resisted giving it back to him for a moment. “You don’t like the rain, do you?”

      He slid his hand down the handle of the umbrella until it cupped hers. “It’ll take more than a game of piquet to make me answer that.”

      “Lady Selina!”

      Her own carriage had rolled up behind her, and the footman was holding open the door. Malcolm bowed to Aunt Ursula, who had wrapped herself so securely in furs and blankets that she resembled an overstuffed cushion.

      “Good night, Lady Ursula.” He took the umbrella from Selina and upturned it to shake off the water. “Good night,” he repeated, quietly, flashing her the briefest of smiles before retreating into his carriage. The dog made a noise between a whimper and a happy yip.

      Selina hurried into the carriage before the rain soaked through her bonnet. She did not say much on the journey home and was grateful that Aunt Ursula was too tired to press her.

      As she gazed out at the dark streets of London, her mind kept returning to the expression on Malcolm’s face when he realised she was holding the umbrella. The mix of shock and unexpected pleasure. The way his lips had soundlessly parted, as though he had something to say that was too private to be spoken in company.

      She could not say why she struggled so to shake his face from her thoughts. She could not give a name to the feeling, timid yet warm, that sprung up inside her when she thought of it.

      She had lost a game of piquet that evening, but she did not feel the sting of defeat. The memory of Malcolm’s face at their parting made her feel that she had won. Though she could not imagine what her prize would be.
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      Malcolm had expected to see Selina walking the streets of Twynham, accompanied by her chosen candidate, Mr Forrester, a rosy-cheeked woman who presumably was Mrs Forrester, and a maid who looked as though she had not expected quite so much walking from her day’s duties.

      What he did not expect, as he and Sir Roderick approached their party from the other end of Twynham’s High Street, was the smile that broke out on Selina’s face when she saw him.

      He stopped, a rush of heat rising in his chest, as Selina hurried towards him with beaming delight. He had seen that smile when she looked at her sisters, had noticed how it transformed the severity of her face into something luminous and lovely, full of welcome and invitingly soft surfaces.

      Not that she was not an attractive woman without it. Even a blind man would have been forced to admit her beauty. But Malcolm might look at a thousand lovely faces without feeling a fraction of the pleasure, the yearning, that he felt when Selina smiled.

      He had never imagined she would grace him with that glow of delight. As it happened, he was right.

      She was smiling at the dog he held in his arms.

      “Oh, what a precious creature!” she cried, stroking the dog’s ears before she had even spared a good day for Malcolm. “How is his hurt leg?”

      “Healing nicely, thank you.” Malcolm shifted the dog’s weight as it lapped enthusiastically at Selina’s hand. “I have named him Percival.”

      He suspected she was trying not to laugh. “A rather fine name for a retired coach dog.”

      “He is as brave as any Knight of the Round Table. Barely a whimper was heard as we bandaged up his leg.”

      She scratched Percival’s ears. He gazed at her adoringly.

      Malcolm was beginning to feel that he and the dog had more in common than first appeared. He cleared his throat. “You know Sir Roderick, of course.”

      “I do.” Selina nodded politely. Mr and Mrs Forrester approached, and all the necessary introductions were made.

      “How clever of His Grace to bring the puppy along to campaign with him,” said Selina, linking her arm through Mrs Forrester’s. “Little Percival has a charm he cannot hope to match.”

      Malcolm could only admire the way Selina put Mrs Forrester at ease. The lady had been struck dumb with nerves on being introduced to a duke. Now, at Selina’s gentle nudging, she managed a little laugh.

      “The dog has grown attached to me,” said Malcolm. “I couldn’t leave him at home. My staff can’t persuade him to eat unless I’m close by.”

      Selina was not the sort of person who smirked, but her lips moved in a way that came close. “I see. It is the dog who has become attached to you. Not the other way around.”

      “What brings you to Twynham this morning, my lady?” asked Sir Roderick, with a roughness that made Malcolm wince. He knew his old friend’s opinion of female interference in politics was not high. Especially when it threatened his own ambitions.

      “Now, now, Roddy. They’ve as much right to be here as we do.”

      Mr Forrester looked his opponent directly in the eye. Unlike his little wife, he was not at all cowed by titles. “We are canvassing the people of Twynham. Lady Selina has been of great assistance.”

      “Oh, I imagine she has.” Sir Roderick smacked his lips together. “Who wouldn’t trade a vote for a kiss from her ladyship, after all?”

      “That’s enough,” Malcolm snapped. He flashed the Forresters and Selina a smile and seized Sir Roderick by the arm, pulling him aside. This was made more difficult than expected by Percival’s desperate efforts to leap from his arms and get back to Selina.

      “What the devil’s the matter, Caversham?” demanded Sir Roderick, shaking him off with a frown. “If the gel can’t take a few punches, she has no business entering the ring.”

      “You wouldn’t impugn a gentleman’s honour simply because he stood against you,” said Malcolm, rearranging his grip on the restless dog. “I will ask you to show Lady Selina the same courtesy.”

      He did not often speak to Sir Roderick so harshly. The old knight blinked, taken aback.

      “That is not how we are going to win this election, Roddy,” said Malcolm, softening his tone. “You have nothing to worry about. Don’t lower yourself by insulting a woman.”

      “Very well.” Sir Roderick looked as though he was having a difficult time swallowing his objections. “Shall we move along, Caversham? I’ve no desire to speak to these people, and my throat is parched.”

      Malcolm glanced back at Selina, who had stopped a passer-by and was enthusiastically explaining Mr Forrester’s position on the responsibilities of landowners to their tenants.

      “You go on, Roddy.” He patted his shoulder. “Order me a glass of something pleasant.”

      Sir Roderick shook his head but knew better than to argue. He drew his coat tighter around his shoulders, though the temperature was pleasant, and made his way down the street towards the nearest tavern. Malcolm waited, idly toying with Percival’s ear, as Selina finished her conversation with the citizen of Twynham. Mr and Mrs Forrester were engaged in an animated discussion with a second gentleman who had happened to amble by.

      “Are you reconsidering your candidate, Your Grace?” asked Selina, noticing that Malcolm had not moved. He gave a non-committal shrug.

      “I am sure that Mr Forrester is a remarkable man.”

      “And I am sure that I could persuade you to back him, if you would only listen with an open mind.”

      Percival whined in Malcolm’s arms, straining to go to Selina. She made a soft, soothing noise and bestowed a few pats on his fuzzy head.

      “You are mistaken if you think I will abandon Sir Roderick,” said Malcolm. “He may not be the dashing sort of youth you seem to favour, but he was indispensable to my father, and I owe him a great deal.”

      “Do you do everything to impress your late father?” asked Selina. “Or do you make the occasional attempt to be your own man?”

      Malcolm sucked in a hiss of breath. “My father was one of the greatest men of his age. A claim which I can never hope to emulate.”

      “I did not mean to offend you.” Selina abandoned Percival, laying her hand on Malcolm’s arm. It was beginning to ache with the weight of the dog, and now a new, deeper sort of ache began in response to her touch. “It is only that this is the second time you have mentioned your father’s influence in your choice to support Sir Roderick. I am yet to hear any arguments truly in his favour.”

      “Since you will not vote in the Twynham election, I see no need to expend my breath arguing with you.”

      She cocked her head to one side. “You don’t consider me a true opponent, do you? You simply assume that the voters will cast their ballots exactly as you tell them.”

      “I admit to a certain degree of confidence.” He inclined his head to acknowledge the unfairness of it all. “I am a duke. There is very little that can compete with that, I find.”

      “And nothing I can say will induce you to drop your support for Sir Roderick?”

      “Would anything I say induce you to abandon Mr Forrester?”

      Selina’s jaw tightened. He had said the wrong thing, though he couldn’t see how.

      “Mr Forrester is a brilliant young man who has proven his worth in the highest court in the land. He is intent on reform. If we can only get him into Parliament, his career is sure to be magnificent.”

      “And Sir Roderick’s is not?”

      “Come, Your Grace. You know as well as I do that Sir Roderick will vote as you instruct him and slumber through every speech in the Commons.”

      “Personally, I don’t find the thought particularly alarming.”

      “Would you not rather be part of something greater than yourself?” There was a fire alight in her dark eyes. Malcolm knew he could not hope to match it. He gave a self-deprecating chuckle which, judging by her hurt expression, she thought was directed at her.

      “I am already part of something greater than myself,” he said. “The Dukedom of Caversham. I am the ninth duke. Someday there shall be a tenth. Perhaps, eventually, even a twentieth. And to ensure Caversham’s future, I must consolidate my power today.” Percival yipped in his arms, and he saw with horror that there were several muddy pawprints on Selina’s dress. “Blast!” He took a step backwards, giving the dog a shake too gentle to really chastise it. “Percy! You impudent beast.” Hefting the dog into one arm, he dug in his pocket for a handkerchief. “I am sorry.”

      She waved his proffered handkerchief away. “You can make it up to me by accepting an invitation to dine with my brother.”

      “With Loxwell? I’d rather –” He remembered how much she esteemed her sober brother just in time. “I can think of nothing I’d rather do.”

      “Really?” This time her smirk was unmistakable. “Even if I tell you that I shall bring you to Mr Forrester’s side by the end of the evening?”

      “I am not as easily won as my dog, Selina. It’ll take more than a scratch behind the ears.”

      “I’m sure it will.” The flames were back in her eyes, defiant and close enough to warm him. “I look forward to the opportunity to discuss things with you properly.”

      Malcolm was looking forward to it, too. More than he would ever admit.

      “You have no shame, Percy,” he murmured, as the dog settled contentedly against his shoulder to watch Selina and the Forresters walk away. “It isn’t the done thing to paw at a lady that way, you know.”

      Percival opened a lazy eye and gave him a look far too knowing for a mere animal.

      “Stop that.” Malcolm glowered until the dog, unperturbed, let out a snuffle and closed his eye again. “I refuse to be taken to task by a dog.”

      But he would, apparently, sign up for an evening of undiluted political debate with Lady Selina Balfour. Without a second’s hesitation.

      As ever, when it came to her, he could not seem to untangle the pain from the pleasure.
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      If Malcolm had been asked to describe his perfect evening’s entertainment, the delights on offer at the Duke of Loxwell’s London residence would not even have made the list. And yet, as dessert was served at the dinner Selina had somehow persuaded him to attend, he had to admit that – against all the odds – he was enjoying himself.

      The Balfours had an easy, familial warmth about them which Malcolm was observing the way a naturalist might observe a new species discovered in the heart of the jungle. The young duke, that stern new addition to the House of Lords, was a different creature entirely amidst the comforts of his own home. He had shed the cocoon of his dour exterior and emerged, not quite a butterfly, but a warm and genial man. His duchess was far from the silly social climber Malcolm had assumed her to be. By the way she gazed at Loxwell, it seemed the rumours were true. Theirs was a love match.

      What a very peculiar idea, that a duke with all the pressure the title implied might marry for love.

      Malcolm was seated between the duchess and Lady Ursula, which was a blessing and a curse. A blessing because he had expected that Selina would harangue him about the Twynham election until he was quite put off his food, and a curse because – for some unfathomable reason – he was disappointed to find that she could not.

      Though he was soon to discover that Lady Ursula was not about to let him escape the subject of politics entirely.

      “I must tell you, dear boy, that I do not approve of your Sir Roderick the least bit.” Having caught his attention with this pronouncement, she immediately turned from him to catch the butler’s attention, the wine in her glass at a dangerously low ebb.

      “I am sorry to hear that,” said Malcolm. He felt, rather than saw, Selina’s eyes on him from lower down the table. He was forced to imagine the mischievous smile on her lips. He knew that if he turned to see it, he would laugh. “May I ask how he has offended?”

      “You may!” Ursula pounded her refilled glass onto the table, the red wine nearly spilling over the edge. “My niece has told me the way he spoke to her in Twynham last week. Upon my life, I have never heard such impudence!” A wicked glimmer lit her eyes. “Only let the man spout such nonsense in my presence, and I shall show him that nobody is ever too old to be spanked!”

      The Duke of Loxwell choked on his mouthful. As he coughed, Malcolm stole a glance at Selina. She was fastidiously dabbing at the corner of her mouth with a napkin. Malcolm suspected it was to hide her delight.

      “Really, Auntie,” she said.

      “No, no.” Malcolm leaned back in his chair, watching Loxwell turn purple with a great deal of enjoyment. “Roddy has been properly chastised, I assure you. If he ever speaks of Lady Selina in that unpleasant way again, I shall deliver the – ah – spanking myself.”

      “Selina tells us you took in a wounded dog after Anthea’s card party,” said Isobel, changing the subject in response to a look of desperation from her brother. “I think it was very kind of you.”

      Malcolm couldn’t resist. “My word. You all make it sound as though Lady Selina talks of nothing but me.”

      That earned him a glare that would have set a lesser man aflame. He took a sip of wine. “The dog is much improved. He’ll never make much of a coach dog again, but I have discovered that he possesses an innate talent for idleness.”

      “That is good news,” said the duchess, with a smile. “Anthea was very distressed to hear an animal had been hurt outside her house.”

      “I am surprised you did not bring little Percival with you to aid in your defence of Sir Roderick,” said Selina. “He certainly made the best impression of the three of you on the people of Twynham.”

      “He barks with great eloquence, it is true,” Malcolm admitted. “But his table manners leave something to be desired.”

      “I wonder which is better,” Selina mused aloud. “To speak eloquently, yet lack manners, or to have impeccable deportment and no conversation?”

      “Of which sin am I guilty, my lady?”

      “Don’t answer that, Selina,” warned Lady Ursula. “It’s a trap.”

      Selina’s eyes were wide and innocent. “I’m sure no one would dare criticise His Grace for either fault, Auntie.”

      “That’s not the same thing as saying I am faultless,” he observed. Selina met his gaze for a moment. Something simmered in the air between them. Perhaps dislike, perhaps not.

      “No,” she admitted. “It is not the same.”

      “Ladies,” said the duchess, rising to her feet. “Shall we withdraw?”

      The ladies rose and departed to the drawing room. The duchess’s timing had saved Selina from expanding on her judgement of Malcolm. But nothing could save Malcolm from the task of conversing with the Duke of Loxwell after he had done his best to flirt with Loxwell’s sister.

      Loxwell offered a brandy, which Malcolm accepted. With the women out of the room, Malcolm was expecting Loxwell to return to his solemn self, and he was surprised – even a little gratified – to find that he did not.

      “You’re a brave man, to take on Selina,” said the young duke, raising his glass in an ironic toast.

      Malcolm’s thoughts skittered down quite a different route before he realised that Loxwell was speaking of Twynham. “I make no allowances for her feminine delicacy. Lady Selina strikes me as an opponent deserving of the best fight I can give her.”

      Loxwell smiled wryly. “I imagine she would tell you that delicacy is not the only way to be feminine.”

      “Yes, I suppose you’re right.” Malcolm studied the man sitting opposite him over the top of his brandy glass. He had given some consideration to Loxwell’s character before, of course, as one did when faced with a rival in Parliament. He had looked over the younger duke and found him studious, earnest, a sort of moral paragon of aristocracy. In a word, dull.

      What he had not realised until now was how much he envied Loxwell.

      Alexander Balfour, at a younger age and with much less experience, had a great number of blessings that Malcolm lacked. He was respected politically, where Malcolm was compared unfavourably to an iron-fisted father. He was capable of hard work and unwavering diligence, where Malcolm favoured flash-in-the-pan strokes of brilliance which were as unreliable as they were dazzling. Loxwell always seemed sure of himself, even in his earliest days as a duke. Malcolm had felt the nag of inadequacy since he first heard those fatal words, “Your Grace”.

      And now he saw that Loxwell was a family man, peaceful and contented in the bosom of a loving crowd composed of wife and siblings and, soon, an heir.

      His father’s words came to mind. First, seek out your enemy’s weakness. Malcolm was still his own worst enemy, and envy was a weakness indeed.

      “I hope you know how fortunate you are, Loxwell,” he said, idly swirling his brandy. Loxwell raised an eyebrow.

      “We are both fortunate, I’d say.”

      “A family like yours is worth my wealth ten times over.”

      Loxwell glanced downwards, as though both puzzled and flattered. “I never took you for the sentimental sort, Caversham.”

      “Oh, I’m as surprised as you are.” Malcolm wondered whether he had found a way to investigate the question that had been needling at him. The matter of Selina, and her insistence that she would not marry. “It must be a relief to have two of your sisters settled. I imagine they are quite the weighty responsibility.”

      Loxwell shook his head ruefully. “You know me, Caversham. I must always feel responsible for something. But I don’t feel that it’s my place to hand my sisters off to any man who asks for them. They must be free to make their own decisions.”

      “Very wise.” Did he dare press any further? Loxwell did not seem at all suspicious, but he had always been hard to read. “Lady Selina, in particular, would object to being handed off, I think?”

      He had gone too far. Loxwell fixed him with a look that advised extreme caution.

      “Selina would object to being discussed at all in that regard.”

      “Of course.” Malcolm cleared his throat. “I meant nothing by it.”

      “Of course.” Loxwell got to his feet. “Shall we join the ladies?”

      As Malcolm rose, his host hesitated.

      “Selina’s happiness is a cause very dear to my heart,” he said, finally. “But she is a much better custodian of that happiness than I am. She knows her own mind.”

      And that mind was dead set against marriage in general, marriage to a duke in particular, and marriage to Malcolm most of all. The implication was clear. Malcolm was in no doubt that Selina had expressed her distaste for him to her brother.

      The scene they broke upon in the drawing room was touchingly domestic. Lady Isobel sat at her harp, a dreamy expression on her face as her fingers pulled effortless music from the strings. Lady Ursula reclined with her feet propped on a footstool, chattering happily as the duchess listened and smiled.

      Selina was sitting where the candlelight glowed brightest, a basket in her lap filled with skeins of wool in pastel colours. She barely looked up as he entered. Watching her felt like intruding upon something intimate.

      Ladies often took it into their heads to display their finer accomplishments whenever Malcolm happened to be nearby. They would recite poetry, or offer to sketch his profile, or start speaking in Italian. But Selina did not care for his attention enough to make a peacock of herself. She took up a soft blue ball of wool and began casting on. Malcolm took a step towards her, but Lady Ursula caught his eye and patted the seat beside her.

      “Sit with me, do! I am telling Daisy a story from my youth, and you would benefit from hearing it, too.”

      “My aunt has taken a shine to you, Caversham,” murmured Loxwell, keeping his face absolutely straight. “Beware.”

      Malcolm gave the elderly lady his most charming smile. “I hope you are not trying to reform me, Lady Ursula. I am a hopeless case.”

      “I suspected as much,” said Ursula. “Your trouble, dear boy, is that you grew into your looks at too young an age. Good looking men are nothing but trouble. I have always said so.”

      “Auntie,” the duchess admonished fondly. Malcolm pulled up a chair and sat close beside them.

      “I wish I’d had you to teach me the error of my ways earlier, my lady. Imagine how much better I’d have turned out!”

      “Dear boy,” said Lady Ursula fondly. “Now, Daisy, where was I?”

      “You were telling me about the American entrepreneur and the talking parrot,” said the duchess.

      With that prompt, Lady Ursula embarked upon a lurid tale of treachery and flirtation. Malcolm suspected that at least half of it was true.

      Though Ursula’s autobiography was extraordinary enough to hold anyone’s attention, Malcolm’s ear was more than half caught by the peaceful click of Selina’s knitting needles. Their rhythm was hypnotic. The strangeness of seeing Selina taking up something as simple and homely as knitting, even more so.

      The conversation had lulled for a moment too long before Malcolm realised Lady Ursula was waiting for him to speak.

      “Forgive me,” he said, wrenching his attention from Selina. “I was… distracted by the music. What piece is Lady Isobel playing?”

      “One of her own composition,” said the duchess. Malcolm was genuinely surprised.

      “It’s fit for a concert hall!”

      “That is what I am always telling her,” said Lady Ursula. She let out a great yawn. “Now, I have educated you children long enough. I have reached the time of life when even a handsome duke cannot persuade me to stay up past my bedtime.”

      The duchess pressed a hand to her rounded stomach, an odd expression coming over her face. “I think I will join you, Auntie. I am not quite…” She seemed to recollect that Malcolm was listening. “I expect I am simply a little tired. Do forgive me, Caversham.”

      “Don’t fret on my account, Duchess.” He stood and bowed as Daisy and Ursula left the room, each leaning upon the other.

      Loxwell had not failed to notice his wife’s discomfort. He made a brief attempt at conversation with Malcolm, the worry evident on his face.

      “Loxwell,” said Malcolm firmly, “there is no need to stand on ceremony, you know.”

      The young duke rose to his feet, clearly much relieved. “I will only be a moment.”

      Malcolm sat alone, watching Selina knit while the harp music lent the air a dreamlike quality, until she glanced up and invited him to sit beside her with a nod.

      “You are very industrious this evening,” he said. “I feel a little misled. You promised me you would change my mind about Twynham.”

      A shadow crossed Selina’s face. “I am afraid Daisy was quite distressed when she heard about Sir Roderick’s conduct towards me. She feels responsible for me, in a way, since she married my brother. I didn’t want to risk upsetting her by arguing over dinner.”

      “And now you are engaged in something much more important,” said Malcolm, reaching out to touch the neatly knitted square hanging from Selina’s needles.

      “A blanket for the baby.” She held it closer for his inspection, as though he knew anything about wool or babies or knitting. “It will be born before the weather turns warm again.”

      “May I assist you?”

      She gave him an odd look, as though she was not sure whether he was teasing her. “Would His Grace the Duke of Caversham deign to hold a skein of wool for me to wind into a ball?”

      “I’d rather dance with you, in fact, as a compliment to your sister’s music, but I know you will refuse me.”

      Selina took up a long skein of soft red yarn. “Hold out your hands,” she commanded.

      “Like so?” He stuck his hands out flat before him. Selina frowned.

      “You haven’t done this before.”

      “When it comes to the domestic arts, I am a complete innocent.”

      She glanced at him as though asking permission, and when he did not object, she put her hands on his and moved them into position, tilted upwards and about a foot apart. Her fingers did not linger. She was quick and practical.

      She looped the skein about his hands. Malcolm held it taut as she began to wind it. “Have none of your sweethearts ever asked you to do this?” she asked, her eyes on the growing ball of wool.

      “I am not the sort of man who has sweethearts.”

      She stopped winding, sceptical. “That is not true. You know what they call you.”

      “Do I?” He could not help but grin. “Go on.”

      Selina clicked her tongue and resumed her work. “I won’t be responsible for your head growing any larger. If you want to know, you must ask someone else.”

      “Did you do this with your sweetheart, all those years ago?”

      Her fingers barely fumbled. “I suppose I did.”

      “And was he an innocent, too?”

      Selina crushed the ball of wool in her hand. She raised her eyes and looked at Malcolm, challenging him to retract the question.

      “In the domestic arts,” he added smoothly. “What did you think I meant?”

      “You know very well what I thought you meant, Your Grace.”

      He could see the way the delicate muscles of her neck tightened with her anger. It was delicious to be able to draw such emotions from her. She, who prized herself on her poise, her restraint.

      “Naivety does not intrigue me,” he said. “I would rather have an equal than an innocent.”

      The mask came back down, hiding her emotion beneath smooth indifference. “No one has ever accused you of innocence, Your Grace.”

      “I wish you would call me Caversham.”

      Her hand brushed against his as she resumed winding the wool. Deep inside, Malcolm felt that yearning ache.

      Her eyes were twin pools of glimmering black-brown, unreadable. “Surely you don’t consider me your equal, Your Grace.”

      A lock of her chestnut hair fell forward across her face as she leaned into her work. Without thinking, Malcolm reached out, the wool falling from his hand, and brushed it back.

      His hand remained there, cupping her cheek. His thumb brushed tenderly over the sculptural line of her cheekbone.

      Selina’s lips parted. A warning flashed in her eyes, only to recede again when he did not let go.

      “I consider you my superior, in fact,” he said. Forming the words was surprisingly difficult. His mouth was dry. Perhaps because he was admitting to a weakness. Perhaps because of the intoxicating power in her dark gaze.

      The door opened and the Duke of Loxwell returned to the drawing room.

      Malcolm dropped his hand, broke the mesmerism of Selina’s stare, and jerked to his feet, forgetting that the wool had fallen into his lap. He struggled to catch it, painfully aware that Lady Isobel had left off her harp to watch him in curious surprise.

      He could not look at Selina. What sort of man went about caressing their political rivals on the cheek and begging to be addressed as a friend, after all? There was no explaining it away.

      Loxwell, thank goodness, still appeared distracted. Malcolm untangled himself, with difficulty, from the fallen wool and managed to ask after the duchess with some semblance of composure.

      “She is well, she is well.” Loxwell rubbed his hands together as though attempting to buoy his own spirits. “You must think me an overcautious fool, Caversham. But with her time approaching, I must confess that I…” He smiled ruefully. “I am a fool indeed. I always am, where my wife is concerned.”

      “I don’t find it foolish at all.” Malcolm brushed off an imaginary speck of dust on his sleeve, if only to save himself from looking Loxwell in the eye. “I will take my leave. Thank you for a very pleasant evening, Loxwell.”

      “The pleasure has been ours, Caversham.”

      He took his leave of Lady Isobel in the usual way, but when he turned to Selina, found himself at a loss.

      He was not used to losing his composure. How typical of Selina, then, to remain perfectly poised while his heart was beating a military tattoo. He might have persuaded himself that the touch to her cheek had warmed her, if it were not for the cool equanimity of her smile as she bid him farewell.

      “Do call again, Your Grace,” she said. “I have not yet delivered the political polemic you were promised.”

      As Malcolm stepped out into the crisp darkness between the Loxwell residence and his carriage, he glanced back over his shoulder at the light spilling from the windows. The house was aglow, upstairs and down, the Balfour family warm and contented inside it.

      At least, in the dark and empty house that awaited him, there was a friendly dog who would be glad of his company. Malcolm supposed he would have to content himself with that.
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      “There is nothing I wish to do less than attend another ball,” said Isobel, pulling her long white gloves up to the elbow with uncharacteristic force. “There is always such a crowd, and so many people to speak to, and such noise that nobody can even hear the music! And whenever I find a quiet spot to sit by myself and think, some officious old matron or another takes it upon herself to find me a partner!”

      “Oh, the indignation!” said Selina, giving a theatrical sigh. “Only imagine having too many willing partners at a ball!”

      “I will not listen to your admonishments,” said Isobel, as a footman settled her long red cloak about her shoulders. “You never dance. Why should I? I am one of nature’s wallflowers. I should not be expected to chatter and – and flirt!”

      Selina put on her own cloak, navy blue and edged with white fur, and put her hand on Isobel’s shoulder to steer her out of the front door. “Nothing is preventing you doing exactly as I do, and saying no. The right of refusal is a lady’s prerogative, after all.”

      “Oh, I should never dream of refusing someone the way you do! I would surely offend them, and then I would never forgive myself.”

      “Then I believe your chief complaint is an excess of sympathy for the poor gentlemen who ask you.” Selina smiled indulgently as they settled themselves inside the carriage. It was a good thing that only the two of them were going, for the confusion of skirts and furs took up most of the available room.

      Isobel pressed her lips together and looked out of the window, her eyes taking on a tearful brightness. Selina realised that there was more to her complaints than an unwillingness to dance.

      “There is something else that’s troubling you, isn’t there?”

      No response. Selina leaned forward and squeezed Isobel’s hand.

      “If you are concerned that a particular gentleman will be at the ball – a particular gentleman who has recently returned to England, perhaps – then you needn’t fret. He was not invited. I saw Mrs Whitby at the dressmaker’s yesterday, and I made a point of asking.”

      Isobel pulled out her handkerchief and dabbed at her eyes. “I am a silly goose,” she muttered, mostly to herself. “Forgive me, Selina. I did not mean to be cross.” She tucked the handkerchief away and forced a smile. “I am glad you made me come. I would not wish to offend Mrs Whitby, or dear Georgiana.”

      Georgiana Whitby was a close friend of Isobel’s, and the ball was in honour of the occasion of her twentieth birthday. It would be a private ball, as intimate as such things ever were, and Mrs Whitby was the nominal chaperone for the two Balfour ladies. Though Selina felt that her need for a chaperone grew more ridiculous each day.

      Everything would be much simpler when she was well into middle age and could go about as she pleased without anyone remarking on such unnatural independence in an unmarried woman. After all, nobody ever suspected Aunt Ursula of impropriety, and she was not only unwed but a great deal more prone to misbehaviour than Selina had ever been.

      “I wonder if we will see the Duke of Caversham this evening?” Isobel mused aloud. Selina was jerked from her pleasant thoughts of spinsterhood with a nasty start.

      “Is he likely to be there?” It had not occurred to her to ask Mrs Whitby about the duke. Though, if she was honest with herself, perhaps the omission had been deliberate.

      Selina did not like thinking too much about Malcolm. She particularly did not like to remember the way he had held her face for one strangely long moment in the drawing room, the laughter in his eyes replaced by something else entirely.

      “Georgiana certainly wanted to invite him. She’s one of the chief followers of His Gorgeous Grace.” Isobel rolled her eyes upwards, pretending to faint and fanning herself vigorously. “The other day, would you believe, he tipped his hat to her in the park! A sure sign that he has taken a fancy to her.” She snapped the fan closed, smiling fondly. “She was full of envy when I told her he had dined with us. The Whitby sisters have been begging their father to ask him all Season.”

      “Caversham is a dreadful flirt,” said Selina. “If I were Georgiana Whitby, I would keep my distance.”

      “He flirts with you, Selina,” said Isobel sagely. “I don’t know that he has ever bothered with Georgiana, poor girl.”

      “If he flirts with me – and I do not necessarily agree that he does – it is only an attempt to sway me in the matter of the Twynham election.”

      “I’m sure.” Isobel’s smile was almost saucy, but of all the Balfour sisters, she knew best when to keep her own counsel. She did not mention the Duke of Caversham again until they arrived at the ball.

      Georgiana Whitby was flitting energetically from one end of the ballroom to the other, dressed in frilled pink and attended by several breathless gentlemen. One of these attendants wasted no time in asking Isobel to dance, and the would-be wallflower was whisked away almost too fast for Selina to hear her whispered warning:

      “He’s behind you. Don’t forget your political principles.”

      She turned, thus forewarned, to meet Malcolm with an imperturbable smile.

      He inclined his head. He was wearing a well-cut topcoat that showed off the rugged broadness of his figure, a crimson waistcoat shot with gold thread, and a set of breeches that were likely to make Georgiana Whitby faint.

      “I didn’t bother with the champagne this time,” he said, and offered his arm. “Walk with me?”

      Selina placed her hand lightly just below his elbow. “I hope you’ve asked the birthday girl to dance. She’ll be mortified if you do not.”

      “Fear not. I have done my duty by Miss Whitby and am free to abandon the dance floor for the rest of the evening. Unless Lady Isobel would benefit from a waltz with a handsome duke. Does she have a suitor I could turn green with jealousy?”

      “Is there a handsome duke on hand? I have yet to spot one.”

      “Very amusing.” He led her out into a corridor, down which several couples were ambling on their way between the ballroom and the supper room. He looked from side to side in a faintly suspicious manner, then lifted a curtain to reveal a large bay window.

      Selina took a step back. “I agreed to walk with you, not hide in clandestine corners.”

      “Trust me,” he said, the corner of his mouth lifting into that smile that sent strange flutters through her stomach. “You will appreciate this, I know it.”

      Selina glanced behind her and, seeing that no one was looking in her direction, followed him quickly behind the curtain.

      Malcolm dashed the curtain closed and stepped up onto the seat of the bay window. Selina sat down, carefully averting her eyes from his breeches, which were awkwardly level with her face. “Is there a reason for all this intrigue?”

      Malcolm had found a small crack in the wood panelling on the wall beside the window, and carefully inserted his hand into it. “I used to knock about with Lucius Whitby at Eton. He showed me round the house once… ha!”

      He twisted something inside the wall, and the wood panelling opened inwards, revealing a corridor beyond lit only by small slits of light in the walls. Malcolm jumped down from the window seat, rubbing his hands together. “There we have it!”

      He took a step into the hidden corridor and turned, extending his hand for Selina. She did not take it.

      “You asked me to trust you. I don’t know that I do.”

      Malcolm cocked his head, the thoughtful expression on his face half-lit by a strip of light. “I cannot offer you any assurances now. If you follow me, you may learn something to your advantage. If you stay here…” He gestured towards the noise of the ballroom. “You’ll pass another dull evening watching less interesting women dance.”

      Selina hesitated, watching his outstretched hand as though it were a snake that might strike at her.

      A murmur of conversation grew steadily louder as a courting couple outside came down the corridor. Selina weighed up the certain embarrassment of being caught hiding in a window seat with the Duke of Caversham against the potential humiliation in store for her if she followed him.

      She took his hand. Malcolm pulled her into the corridor, making her gasp, and shut the wood panel door.

      It took a moment for her eyes to adjust to the darkness. She clutched at his topcoat for balance, blinking hard. She thought she could hear the change in his breathing as he smiled.

      “Why, Selina. I never thought I’d persuade you into a clandestine liaison.”

      She gave his chest a reproachful tap. “This is not a liaison. I did not agree to a liaison.”

      He moved away from her, scraps of light illuminating an arched brow here and a sharp jawline there. “An illicit encounter, then. A secret meeting.” His hand brushed down her arm until it entwined with hers. “An entanglement, even?”

      She pinched his thumb. “That’s enough!”

      “Hush.” Malcolm moved softly down the hidden corridor, his booted feet making only the faintest of sounds, and Selina followed, keeping her hand in his. Only for fear of losing her footing. “We can’t be seen, but we can still be heard.”

      “Where are you taking me?”

      “You’ll see.” The passageway made a sharp turn to the right, and Malcolm followed it. The music swelled, reverberating around the tiny space, as they passed the ballroom. Selina strained her ears to catch individual words in the flurry of noise.

      Rascal! someone shouted, and your glove, my lady and my foot! and may I have –

      Another twist in the passageway. They left the ballroom behind.

      Malcolm came to a halt once the music had all but faded. Selina, paying more attention to her ears than her eyes, nearly stumbled into him.

      She would have gasped, but he pressed a finger to her lips. His head bent beside hers, and he murmured in a voice so soft it made her ear tingle,

      “Careful, now. Listen, but don’t speak.”

      His hand went to the small of her back, steadying her. Selina tried to drag her attention away from the gentle pressure of that hand. She closed her eyes, the better to listen. There was a warming scent to Malcolm that she had never been near enough to notice before. He wore a fresh, woodsy cologne, but beneath that was a hint of a spice she had never tasted, a scent that was rich and exotic. The scent of a man, somewhere beneath the starched cravat and the crimson waistcoat.

      She almost forgot that he had brought her there to listen.

      “…see what you are saying, Griggs, but the question is not whose speeches you most admire. The fact is that you must choose whom you would rather cross – the jumped-up lawyer and his lady, or the Duke of Caversham.” The speaker stopped to blow his nose. “Your move, I believe.”

      There was a pause. “Ha!” The voice of Mr Griggs, the Twynham voter. “Another pawn down, my friend.”

      “You’ve put me in a predicament here, old boy.”

      “And you have given me something to think about, indeed.”

      The second speaker had a voice Selina recognised, but couldn’t quite place. He was hoarse, rasping through a bad cold, and stopped every so often to give a loud sniff. “Which inducement would you most favour, Griggs? The carrot –” sniff – “or the stick?”

      Griggs waited a long, thoughtful moment before answering. “It would depend on the carrots on offer, my friend.”

      The second speaker coughed, muffled, as though using a handkerchief to dampen the sound. “I’m sure I could find something to tempt you.” He evidently made his move, for Griggs let out a woeful groan. “Check.”

      Selina opened her eyes. Accustomed now to the dim light filtering through the cracks in the panelling, she saw Malcolm’s jaw tighten. He knew the second speaker, she was sure of it.

      “Bribery?” she mouthed. Malcolm gave a tiny shake of his head, warning her not to speak. The hand that still rested on her back flexed subtly, the fingers curling. She could feel how angry he was.

      Someone was trying to buy the Twynham election on Malcolm’s behalf, and he was not pleased to discover it.

      But that did not explain why he had brought Selina here to listen to Mr Griggs and his unsubtle attempts at intrigue. She was Malcolm’s rival, wasn’t she? Why would he offer her an advantage she could never have discovered by herself?

      “I admit that the idea is intriguing,” Mr Griggs was saying, but Selina did not hear his companion’s response.

      Her attention was too consumed by the sudden, soft sound of feet coming down the passageway towards them.

      Malcolm’s eyes flared wide. Without hesitation, he caught Selina by the wrist and pulled her further down the passageway, deeper into the dust-smelling darkness.

      The footsteps, stealthy and slow, had almost turned the corner to their part of the passageway. Selina’s breath burned in her throat, Malcolm’s hand painfully tight on her wrist, her heart racing.

      She had no good explanation for following Malcolm into the Whitby family’s secret passageway. None that would not be overridden by gossiping tongues keen to root out a scandal, anyway. She did not need Anthea’s talent for headlines to imagine what the papers would say.

      Lady Selina Balfour—caught in the arms of the Duke of Caversham! Will her brother Loxwell call him out? Or is a wedding on the cards?

      As Malcolm pulled her around a second corner, away from the intriguing chatter of the game room, she worried for a wild second that she was going to be sick.

      But Malcolm moved gracefully, soundless as a shadow, and Selina did her best to match him. They stood together, connected by the pressure of his grip on her wrist, in cool darkness. Neither one breathing. Both straining to listen.

      The footsteps stilled behind them. By Selina’s best guess, the interloper had paused just where she and Malcolm had stopped to eavesdrop on Mr Griggs.

      Malcolm’s grip relaxed. She made out the silhouette of him covering his mouth with a hand, gesturing for silence, and rolled her eyes. As though she needed to be told!

      She had far more to lose than he did if they were caught hiding alone together.

      Malcolm took a careful step sideways and ran his hand along the wall beside them. Selina could not see what he was doing, but a crack of light formed a tall rectangle around him; the shape of a door. As he pushed it open, she saw that he was not covering his mouth to hush her.

      He was biting his knuckle, trying not to laugh.

      The nausea of their almost-discovery still roiled in her belly. She was tempted to slap him. If he had not looked so joyous, so suddenly young and carefree and debonair, rejoicing in his mischief, she would have done it.

      The door let out a loud creak.

      Malcolm’s face snapped from amusement to horror in a second. There was no time to run – no time to think. The stranger around the corner began walking towards them, his footsteps louder now, not bothering to conceal himself.

      Selina knew her terror was written plainly on her face, but Malcolm’s did not reflect it. He seemed to know what to do on instinct – an instinct that probably did not bear careful examination. He whipped off his topcoat and flung it around her, covering her head, her shoulders, the top half of her dress.

      Then he caught her in a crushing embrace and pressed her face into his shoulder.

      Nothing but a linen shirt came between Selina’s lips and his bare skin. The scent of him was stronger here. It reached inside her, the way a strong glass of wine did, uncoiling tendrils of heat in her innermost places.

      The nauseating fear was forgotten. Selina’s heart was pounding for an entirely different reason.

      She pressed her hands against Malcolm’s chest, struggling to push herself free, but he held her tight. She felt his sharp intake of breath as the footsteps approached them, and finally understood.

      Whoever had entered the passageway behind them could see them plainly. Or rather, they could see Malcolm, caught in an intimate embrace with a woman whose face he had covered with his jacket.

      Selina let her body still. It took all her strength not to cry out when she heard what came next.

      “Caversham!”

      It was a pleasant voice, clearly that of a gentleman, with an all-too-familiar drawl that could not help but identify the speaker.

      George Bonneville, Anthea’s husband. The latest but one addition to Selina’s ever-expanding family.

      “Good evening, Streatham.” Malcolm’s voice was perfectly even. His arms, clutching her shoulders in the most unnervingly intimate way, did not tremble. In fact, he took the opportunity to stroke a teasing caress down her arm. “I see you were one of Whitby’s Eton chums, too.”

      “Cambridge, actually.” George sounded faintly amused. “Sorry to disturb. Are you in need of the – er – the private corridor?”

      Malcolm’s fingers curled around Selina’s elbow. She wondered if he knew that it would make her whole arm tingle.

      She wondered further what he would do if she sunk her teeth into his shoulder by way of vengeance.

      “We were just stepping out,” said Malcolm. He shifted, taking a look out of the doorway he had just opened. “The library seems unoccupied.”

      “Well, I wish you a pleasant evening.”

      “Streatham?”

      Why on earth had Malcolm called him back? Selina gritted her teeth. He rubbed a soothing hand over her back, as though he could sense her discomfort.

      “Yes, Caversham?” She could picture the exact way George’s eyebrow would rise, languid and ironical, in a way that Anthea had confided drove her absolutely wild.

      “You’re not, ah…” Malcolm cleared his throat delicately. “I thought you and Lady Streatham…”

      “Oh, good lord! No, I’m not here on your sort of assignation.” There was an awkward pause. “I had to make a quick escape to avoid the subject of my wife’s latest column,” George explained. Selina could not say why, exactly, but she had the distinct impression that he was lying. “Not the done thing, you know, to cause a scene at a party.”

      “No, not at all. Well, I shall leave you to your hideaway.” Malcolm edged Selina towards the door, moving awkwardly so as not to dislodge the jacket. She tried not to think about what it was doing to her hair.

      Let alone what the movement of his muscular arms against her body was doing to her.

      “Take care to lock the library door, Caversham,” said George. “I’d hate to think of you being disturbed again.”

      “Really, Streatham.” Malcolm’s jollity was growing ever more forced. “I’m hardly a novice, you know.”

      George let out a brief chuckle quite unlike his usual easy laughter. Malcolm guided Selina out of the doorway. Brighter light filtered through his jacket; someone had left candles lit in the empty library.

      Malcolm let her go, gently pulling the jacket to keep her face concealed, and reached around her to close the door.

      “Safe,” he said, as it clicked shut. Selina knew before she pulled the jacket from her face that he would be sagging against the doorway with relief.

      Malcolm was leaning, forehead pressed to his wrist, against what appeared to be an ordinary part of the wall. The entrance to the secret passageway was hidden beautifully. Nobody would ever have guessed it was there if they did not already know where to look.

      He turned to her, one arm still pressed against the secret doorway, amusement curving his lips.

      “That was a great deal more exciting than I had anticipated.”

      Selina was certain that the warmth inside his jacket had turned her face pink and sweaty, mussed her hair, and left her looking a frightful state. But Malcolm was eyeing her with an expression that suggested he preferred his finery rumpled, rather than pristine.

      “I hope you enjoyed it as much as I did,” he said.

      “There was nothing to enjoy.” Selina turned on her heel, pressing one hand to the curls that had half-fallen from their pins, and marched past the bookshelves to the library door.

      Malcolm took a step towards her. “Wait –”

      She turned the key in the lock, and glanced back at him, enquiring. Relief flickered across his face.

      He wanted her to stay. He wanted them alone, together, just a little longer. Why, she couldn’t be sure. Or rather, she suspected a great many things, but did not wish to be proven right about any of them.

      As though reading her thoughts, Malcolm straightened himself up, tugging his jacket on again. Not meeting her eyes. “You ought to fix your hair before you leave. I’ll hide away in here a while, so no one imagines we’ve been together. Streatham’s eyes are a little too sharp for my comfort.”

      “He’s my sister’s husband. Even if he recognised me, he wouldn’t tell a soul.”

      “You’ll forgive me if I don’t entrust your honour to a man I hardly know.”

      Selina could hardly keep from rolling her eyes again. How like Malcolm, to tempt her into a compromising situation and then have a fit of nobility when said situation put her in entirely predictable danger. “George is family. That means something to me.”

      He winced. She’d struck a blow there, without meaning to. “You are fortunate. Family has never meant a great deal to me. Even when I had one.”

      Her lips parted, trying to form an apology, but he waved it away. “There doesn’t seem to be a mirror in here,” he said. “Let me help you with your hair.”

      She lowered her hand, pulling the loose hairpin with it. The curls her maid had arranged so precisely tumbled down to her shoulder.

      Malcolm touched one of the fallen locks, winding it around his finger. “You’ll have to tell me what to do.”

      She handed him the hairpin, trying to pretend that his face was not far too close to hers, that his hand on her hair was not far too intimate. “Take a section from the front and twist it around itself, then pin it to match the other side. It doesn’t matter if it’s uneven. I doubt anyone will be looking at me closely enough to notice.”

      “You are badly mistaken there,” he said. The catch in his voice drew her eyes to his, and then she could not tear them away. She was lost in his cool, watchful blue, like a moth hypnotised by a flame.

      There was no more pretending that nothing lay between them but rivalry. No more ignoring the heat the proximity of his body sparked in hers. Malcolm’s fingers ran through her half-fallen hair, deliberately sensual, stroking sensitive lines across her scalp. His chest heaved with a rush of breath.

      “You won’t let me kiss you, will you?”

      It was barely a question. He spoke as though he already knew the answer. As though he deeply regretted it.

      But he was wrong. Selina realised it with a mix of pain and surprise. If he had tried to kiss her then, she would not have pushed him away. She would have welcomed it.

      She broke away from him, not knowing how else to respond to the desire that he had awoken inside her.

      “Why?” Malcolm’s voice had a rough edge to it that he stopped to master before continuing. “I’m not suggesting that I’m your ideal match, but it seems you won’t consider letting anybody court you at all. Why not, Selina? Why deny yourself such an elemental part of life?”

      “I have been courted,” she said. “Courted, and won.”

      “And then you lost him. What would it take to persuade you that there is more than one man on the face of the earth?”

      She shrugged, too aware of the way his hungry eyes followed the movement of her shoulder. “I wasn’t only won, I was loved. And the chances of that happening again are infinitesimal. Lightning doesn’t strike twice.”

      “The chances are non-existent if you refuse to let anyone near you.”

      “I prefer it that way.” She crossed her arms over her chest, chilled by the finality of her own words. “I prefer it.”

      Malcolm waited, wordless, leaving a void between them that Selina knew she would have to fill with a proper explanation.

      She had never thought Malcolm was a patient man, but his resolute silence undid her.

      “When Jeffrey died,” she said, “it felt as though a limb I never knew I had was severed from my body. I felt it here.” She touched her chest, right in the centre. “I felt it bleed. I felt the loss of it. I still had my arms and legs, but something just as fundamental had been cut away from me, and I was not whole anymore.”

      “Do you still feel it now?”

      She pressed her hand flat against the place, right in the centre of her breastbone, where she always half-expected to find a ridge of hard scar tissue beneath the soft fabric of her dress. “Over time, the bleeding lessened. The wound healed over. But I still feel the place where something is missing. It’s like an old scar. It might not hurt me anymore, but what was lost can never regrow.”

      Malcolm took a step towards her again, his face unreadable, and placed his hand on top of hers. “Here?”

      “There.” She breathed lightly, aware of the way his hand rose with the movement of her chest.

      Malcolm lowered his hand. “Jeffrey,” he repeated, slow and thoughtful. “Jeffrey Overton?”

      “You remember him?”

      “A little. I didn’t know him well.”

      “No.” She smiled, despite herself. “Jeffrey and I moved in quite a different crowd to yours.”

      “He died in a fall, didn’t he?” There was a calm practicality in the way Malcolm spoke. Selina knew he was trying to draw her out, to learn more without causing her pain.

      It was too intimate. Too easy to confess to him. Heaven help her, she’d never truly spoken about Jeffrey with anyone before. Now she was spilling her soul to, of all people, the Duke of Caversham. His Gorgeous Grace. The flirt, the rake, the power-hungry cad.

      She was giving him entirely the wrong impression. But that would not matter much longer. She knew exactly how to destroy his interest in her.

      “He died falling from my bedroom window. As he climbed out.”

      She raised her chin as she said it, refusing to be ashamed. What did it matter if Malcolm knew the truth? She had no need to prettify her past for him. If he considered her spoiled, perhaps at last he would leave her alone.

      She was expecting him to turn away, disgusted, or let out an exclamation of surprise. But his only response was a softening of his sharp features, a wrench of empathetic pain in his eyes. “That must have been terrible.”

      The last thing she wanted was his sympathy. “It was a long time ago.”

      Malcolm shook his head, neither backing away from her nor seeking a way to bring their encounter to an end. In fact, he smiled, self-mocking and full of his usual charm. “Heaven help me, I’m jealous of a dead man.”

      “I’ll add that to the list of your sins.” Selina began to breathe again, her chest working hard to overcome the tight band that had been squeezing it. She did not know what she had thought she would feel after opening up so much of herself, but the overwhelming emotion that washed over her was a welcome one: relief.

      She was relieved, and she did not regret telling Malcolm any of it.

      The dangerous tension there had been before, as he stroked her hair and gazed at her, had dissipated. Enough to let her turn her head to one side as he parted out a section of her hair. She stole a glance at his face, nearly laughing when she saw the agony of concentration on it.

      He twisted a lock, held it in place, and pinned it.

      “Too gentle,” she said. “It’ll fall out.”

      “I don’t want to hurt you.”

      “Beauty is pain.”

      “Don’t I know it.” He removed the hairpin and tried again, pressing it through her hair firmly. Then, not seductively, but with almost professional care, he took hold of her chin and guided her face from side to side so that he could compare the two. “I’ll never have a career as a lady’s maid.”

      “It’ll do.” She patted the flat of her hand lightly against her head, feeling the shape of it. “At least no one will see me with my hair down and call me a wanton.” An ironic smile pulled at her mouth. “Even though it may be true.”

      “Selina…” He sighed, folding his arms across his chest and drumming the fingers of one hand lightly on his elbow. “Would it comfort you to know that nothing you have told me will ever leave this room?”

      “I have done nothing to earn your silence.”

      “Do you think I am in the habit of ruining women for sport?” He heard his own words and shook his head, lips tightening. “Good lord. Please don’t answer that.”

      “Caversham…”

      He caught the change in address instantly, though she had hoped he wouldn’t. She had meant to keep to her usual chilly formality. Your Grace was distant. Deferent. Safe. But Caversham had slipped from her lips without her permission, and she could not unsay it now.

      “Wait,” he said, holding up a hand, though she had not moved. “Don’t leave yet. You have given me something precious, and I… I have nothing to match it. It’s easier to be a gentleman than a lady, I suspect. None of my sins will ruin me.” He hesitated, swallowed heavily, and pressed on. “But I can tell you a secret I don’t want shared. Collateral. A weapon for you to wield, if I should break my word.”

      “I don’t need it.”

      “Nevertheless.” He gestured to a chair, one of the sweeping, lordly gestures he made without appearing to notice. He was so used to command that he behaved as though his whims could not be denied.

      She sat. Malcolm stood before her, thrusting his hands into his pockets. Oddly diffident, now. An entirely different man to the Gorgeous Grace the girls thought they’d catch, if they chased him hard enough.

      He cleared his throat. “Let me tell you why I hate the rain.”
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      He really intended to tell her. He did.

      What he meant to do was strip his soul before her, as she’d stripped hers.

      But when they were interrupted, he did not try to salvage the moment. He ran from it, like a coward.

      Like the weak boy his father had always told him he was.

      The handle of the library door rattled again. Selina got to her feet, alarm flaring on her face.

      “It’s locked!” exclaimed a puzzled voice from behind the door. “It’s been locked from the inside!”

      “Back into the passageway with you,” said Malcolm, taking Selina by the arm. “Wait there for ten minutes. I’ll get rid of whoever this is by then. And then come out and make your way back to the ballroom. We shouldn’t try to speak again tonight.”

      Coward, coward, the voices chimed in his head. He found the hidden panel, twisted the secret handle, and bundled Selina into the waiting darkness.

      “What about George?” she asked, as he closed the door on her lovely face.

      “He’ll be long gone.” Malcolm prayed he was correct. He rested his forehead for a moment on the hidden door, collecting his thoughts.

      Imagining Selina pressing a hand to the other side of it. Imagining the touch of her, soft and tempting, through the impenetrable wood.

      He shook his head, casting the foolish images away, and went to the real door of the library, unlocking it with his best ducal glare affixed to his face.

      It was so effective that Lucius Whitby took a step back, crashing into his father, who stood behind.

      “Caversham! I do apologise.”

      Malcolm softened his features to a smile. “It is I who should apologise, Whitby. I only wanted a moment’s respite from the crowd. You have a very interesting collection of books here.”

      Lucius exchanged a knowing glance with his father and winced. “Ah. I take it my youngest sister and her friends have made their presence known?”

      “Those girls have no sense of propriety,” grumbled old Mr Whitby. “It’s my wife’s fault.”

      Malcolm stepped out of the library, closing the door behind him, and clapped a hand to Lucius’s shoulder. “Not at all. They are charming girls, every one of them. In fact, I should very much like to dance with Miss Georgiana again, if you can help me find her.”

      Lucius lowered his brows suspiciously, but his father’s eagerness overrode him.

      “Of course, Your Grace! Nothing would please her more. Come with us, please. We’ll track the girl down in a jiffy.”

      Malcolm allowed himself to be led back to the ballroom, nodding with polite interest as Mr Whitby enumerated every one of his youngest daughter’s accomplishments.

      It was as good a birthday gift as any, he supposed, to dance twice in one night with a duke. And whatever Lucius and his father had been looking for in the library was forgotten. Selina would be able to make her escape.

      He did his best to dissipate the churn of emotions swirling through his chest in the surface-level pleasures of the ball. Georgiana Whitby fluttered her eyelashes after him most obligingly, enjoying her unexpected present to the full. There was no end to silly young girls to distract himself with, if he had cared to look at any of them.

      He found Isobel Balfour sitting in a corner beside the musicians, her eyes half closed as she listened to the music.

      “Good evening, my lady,” he said, speaking softly so as not to startle her.

      Isobel’s eyes opened fully, round and pale, unlike Selina’s, and far too intelligent – just like her sister’s. “Are you going to ask me where my sister is? Or invite me to dance, in the hope of winning her approval, like you did before?”

      He winced. “And people call you the quiet Balfour.”

      “Wallflowers have eyes, you know.” Isobel held out her hand. He blinked with surprise, not realising for several seconds too long that she intended him to take it.

      “Don’t tell me you are throwing your support behind my quest to make Lady Icicle notice that I exist.”

      “I have reasons of my own to be seen dancing with a duke.” Isobel rose to her feet and marched towards the dance floor, all but dragging him behind her. “There’s a certain gentleman who would benefit from knowing that I am not the sad wallflower he imagines.”

      “Is he here tonight?”

      “No. But people are certain to talk.” She took her place opposite him in the dance. “And, Caversham? Call Selina Lady Icicle again and I’ll…” She stopped, frowning. “Well, I don’t know what I can do to make you sorry for it, but I’ll find something. I promise you that.”

      “I’ll take you at your word.”

      The music began, and Malcolm moved through the steps of the dance out of habit rather than enthusiasm. Isobel left off her duke-baiting and made the polite conversation required of the moment, and he answered her mechanically.

      He was unable to tear his thoughts from Selina. The sensation of her hair in his fingers, as soft and precious as a blessing. Her brutal honesty. How wonderful she’d looked with her hair half-fallen, her customary haughtiness forgotten.

      The heat of her, as she’d pressed her face to his shoulder, hiding from ruin.

      He owed her a debt, now, and he intended to pay it. He was not sure when he’d get the opportunity, but he was accustomed to making things happen. When he wanted something, it usually fell into his hands before long.

      Though he could no longer deny that he wanted Selina, and she seemed as far out of his reach as she had ever been.

      The dance came to an end. He bowed as Isobel curtseyed.

      “It would go down well if you kissed my hand,” she said, with an excess of practicality and a total absence of passion. He obliged, pressing his lips perfunctorily to her white glove.

      “Your friend Miss Whitby will be distressed. I did not kiss her hand after we danced.”

      “Georgiana will recover.”

      “And, with any luck, your mysterious gentleman will not?”

      Isobel shook her head, golden curls bobbing. “You will not get a name out of me, Caversham. Suffice it to say that he deserves to suffer.”

      Malcolm offered her his arm as they left the dance floor. Isobel Balfour perplexed him. She was exactly the age and temperament of the type of girl his presence usually reduced to a giggling mess, and yet she treated him with straightforward familiarity. She induced in him feelings of unfamiliar fondness, a desire to protect and support. The closest comparison he could make was his affection for Percy the dog, which Isobel would certainly find less than flattering.

      If he had to choose a word for the way he thought of Isobel, it would have been fraternal. Brotherly. But that seemed a step too far. Malcolm had never had any siblings.

      He wondered whether Selina felt this mix of pride and protection for all four of hers, all the time.

      “You have done me a favour, so I shall do you one in return,” said Isobel, as he returned her to her preferred seat near the musicians. “It will do you no good to call at our house tomorrow.”

      “Will it not?”

      She glanced about cautiously, as though she were about to reveal a great secret. “Selina is never at home the day after a ball. That way, if any gentlemen try to call on her, they are disappointed.”

      “I am struggling to see why you object to my calling her Lady Icicle.”

      She held up a warning finger. “Careful, Caversham. I have warned you once already. Now, the day after a ball, Selina invariably takes Aunt Ursula out visiting. They usually go to the Dowager Countess of Aldershot, who lives in the country. It’s two hours from London.”

      “I know the place. But what excuse can I make for visiting Lady Aldershot?”

      Isobel sighed. “Must I think of everything for you?”

      “Very well. I’ll come up with something.” Malcolm hesitated. “My lady, I think I am correct in suspecting that Lady Selina does not wish to be courted.”

      “She does not.” Isobel frowned. “And I wish I knew why. I have seen her sabotage every chance she’s had of a real suitor. And now, with Alex and Anthea and Edith all married, it seems stranger than ever that Selina should be alone.” She gave him an appraising once-over, her keen eyes taking in everything from his artfully tousled hair to his polished boots. “Don’t ask me why, but I’ve decided that it would be interesting to see what happens when a gentleman is given a fair shot.”

      “I am grateful that you find me worthy of the opportunity.”

      “Worthy?” Isobel shook her head, grinning wickedly. “Oh, no. That is for Selina to decide.”

      As though she had been summoned by the words, Selina herself approached them. Looking like the haughtiest of goddesses, despite the mess Malcolm had made of one side of her hair.

      “Good evening, Your Grace,” she said, as though they had not spoken at all that night. As though she’d forgotten that she called him Caversham, earlier, when they were alone. “Isobel,” she said, turning to her sister, “I don’t want to keep you out late. I am not satisfied that you are fully recovered from your illness.”

      “I am perfectly ready to leave,” said Isobel. “In fact, the evening has been everything I wished for.” She shot a smile in Malcolm’s direction, which was almost a balm to the fact that Selina did not even glance at him as they both left.

      He watched her, though, as her slender figure wove its way through the crowded ballroom and disappeared through the far door. He watched her as though she were the only woman in the room, and his mind turned over the precious information Isobel had given him, seeking a way to turn it to his advantage.

      Lady Aldershot would be extremely surprised the following afternoon, to find the Duke of Caversham at her door.
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      “You cannot be serious.” Selina set her teacup down in its saucer before she spilled it in her anger. “What on earth is he doing so far from London on a miserable day like today?”

      Lady Aldershot, unlike Aunt Ursula, had grown milder with her advancing years. Her rheumy eyes blinked in uncomprehending surprise. “I did not ask him, my lady. It would hardly be charitable to assail the man with questions when he is in such a predicament.”

      Aunt Ursula was quicker on the uptake. “Carriages are wont to trap their wheels in the mud, when eligible heiresses are in the nearest house.”

      “There is no possibility that he has done it on purpose,” said Selina, trying to believe the words as she spoke them. “How could he know I was here?”

      Aunt Ursula raised her eyebrows over the rim of her teacup. “I’m sure he does not know, Selina. As you say, nobody could possibly guess that you would suggest a visit to Lady Aldershot the day after a ball.”

      “The duke says the roads are simply impassable,” said Lady Aldershot, fretting at her lower lip. “You will all have to stay for the night. I shan’t be able to sleep otherwise, for thinking of you coming to harm on the way back to London.”

      Selina took a deep breath, shooting a glare at Aunt Ursula. “You are too kind, Lady Aldershot. Too kind by far. I’m sure that our trusty carriage is much more robust than the duke’s phaeton.”

      “I will not hear of it!” Lady Aldershot insisted, her white brows trembling. “I shall ring for my housekeeper at once. You shall be very comfortable here, I promise you, and you may have your pick of my clothes to wear tomorrow.”

      “Too kind,” Selina repeated, softening her tone. Lady Aldershot meant no harm, after all.

      Aunt Ursula was much less innocent, but Selina did not have the opportunity to make her feelings clear before Malcolm appeared.

      He was wholly unrepentant, as she expected, and muddy to the thighs, which she did not. Percival the retired coach dog limped at his heels, equally besmirched, and equally pleased with himself.

      “My ladies,” said Malcolm, making a low bow. He did not fully enter Lady Aldershot’s drawing room, but stood on the tiled floor of the hallway, greeting them through the open door. “I cannot thank you enough for taking me in.” Percy gave a yip of recognition on spotting Selina, but Malcolm stilled him with a stern glare. “Down, Sir Percival. You are in no fit state to greet the ladies. Wait until you have bathed.”

      “It was the least I could do!” Lady Aldershot simpered. Selina saw that it was not only the younger girls of the ton who were susceptible to Malcolm’s dashing smile. “I only wish my men had been able to rescue your lovely phaeton in time for you to be on your way. I’m sure your business was very urgent.”

      “Oh, it can wait a day or two.” He winked, sending both older ladies into flutters. “I’m afraid I must trouble you for a change of clothes. I am not fit to be seen, particularly in Lady Selina’s company.” He shot her a look full of dark promise. She pretended she had not noticed.

      “I will ask my butler to find something for you,” said Lady Aldershot, all aquiver with concern. “I cannot say what he will turn up. I do not keep gentleman’s clothing in the house!”

      “A simple pair of trousers will more than suffice.” Malcolm bowed and took his leave, scooping Percy up under his arm. Selina was left fuming, suspicious, and obliged to maintain a smile to please her hostess, despite Aunt Ursula’s provocative grin.

      By the time Malcolm returned, the ladies had begun their afternoon tea, always a lavish affair in Lady Aldershot’s house. Malcolm’s eyes gleamed as he took in the spread of sandwiches, cakes, and sweetmeats. He was wearing a pair of trousers that were too large for his trim frame, held in place by a thick belt that did not match them. He wore the indignity with insouciant ease. Percy, freshly primped by Lady Aldershot’s staff, followed at his heels with a lopsided trot.

      “I could not have chosen a better place to be marooned if I tried, Lady Aldershot,” said Malcolm, popping a grape into his mouth. His eyes found Selina, and his smile widened.

      “You flatter me, Your Grace,” Lady Aldershot flustered. “I cannot compete with London’s attractions, I’m sure.”

      Malcolm set his plate aside and took her hand, assuming an air of absolute sincerity. “Really, my lady, I could not be more grateful for your hospitality today.”

      Lady Aldershot was flattered, and Selina, despite herself, was pleased.

      Though she took care not to show it, when Malcolm took a seat beside her, his appetite sated but a hunger in his eyes all the same.

      “What a piece of good fortune that I found you here today,” he said, his voice a low purr. Selina checked that the older ladies were not listening and treated him to an icy glare. The effect was spoiled a little by the necessity of petting Percy, who had come to say hello.

      “I cannot believe that fortune had anything to do with it, Your Grace.”

      “Don’t you believe in luck?” Malcolm dropped his roguish act. “I find myself in your debt, Selina. I have a secret of yours. You must have one of mine in return.”

      She fixed her attention on the dog, feeding him a small piece of ham from her sandwich. “I do not wish to hear any of your secrets.”

      “Nevertheless.”

      Percival settled himself contentedly at Selina’s feet, his appetite sated. She was left with no choice but to look up at Malcolm, eyes narrow and knowing. “I can think of something worth hearing. The name of the man who is buying the Twynham election on your behalf.”

      Malcolm’s jaw tightened. “If I knew that, I would tell you. It’s as much an insult to me as it’s a threat to your Mr Forrester.”

      “But you do know it,” she pressed. “I saw your face when you heard him suggest a bribe to Mr Griggs.” The memory of Malcolm’s shock, close and intimate in the dark, intruded upon her composure, but she suppressed it. “You knew him. I am sure of it.”

      “Then you do not know me as well as you think. I was upset to hear about the bribe because it impugned my capability. I will win the Twynham seat, Selina. Someone imagines I need their aid, and the thought irks me. But I cannot tell you who that someone might be.”

      “You will not win it,” she answered with a smile, “but you should not be ashamed. Mr Forrester is worth ten of your Sir Rodericks, and any man with sense will prove it with his ballot.”

      “Let us agree to disagree.” Malcolm glanced towards the old ladies, who were gossiping together peaceably. “It would not do to distress Lady Aldershot with an argument.”

      Selina knew that he was right, and the thought that His Gorgeous Grace displayed more tact than she did was alarming. “Very well. Shall we discuss the weather?”

      “If you can think of no other suitable topic.”

      “But the weather is precisely what has brought you here, is it not?” Selina widened her eyes, all innocence. She saw the flash of guilt on Malcolm’s face. “You must have been very surprised to find mud on the road in the middle of an English winter. Just as I was surprised to find you venturing so far from London today, when I know you hate the rain.”

      He opened his mouth to answer, his brows drawing together with what had every appearance of genuine hurt, when a shriek from Aunt Ursula demanded both their attention.

      She had stood up from her chair without reaching for her stick and had toppled to the floor with an unceremonious thump, catching at the table on the way down and surrounding herself with a gentle patter of slices of cake and pieces of fruit.

      Lady Aldershot was frozen in her chair, face pale and quivering, paralysed by shock. Ursula’s arms waved helplessly in the air a moment, like the legs of a bug that had been tipped onto its back, before flopping down at her sides.

      To Selina’s endless guilt, the first person to reach her was Malcolm.

      “Lie still, my lady,” he commanded, kneeling beside her. His hand landed on Ursula’s crooked shoulder, gentle but firm. “Don’t try to move.”

      “Auntie.” Selina’s voice sounded strange in her ears, high-pitched and fearful. As she knelt at Ursula’s side, Malcolm stretched out his other hand towards Selina. He placed it on her knee, drawing her attention for a split second. Selina’s panic reached its crest and began to fall away.

      “Are you in any pain, Lady Ursula?” Malcolm asked. Ursula let out a low groan.

      “My back.”

      Malcolm nodded, calm and certain. “Lady Aldershot, please ring for a servant and ask him to fetch a doctor.”

      “Auntie, I’m here.” Selina gripped Ursula’s hand. It felt impossibly small and frail. “Don’t worry. We will have you back on your feet in a moment.”

      “I don’t know about that, my dear.” Aunt Ursula did not move her head. She stared up at the ceiling, her face pale and drawn.

      “Can you move your legs at all, my lady?” asked Malcolm, reaching down to take Ursula’s other hand. Ursula’s eyes flickered towards him, and his face broke into that dazzling smile. “Please forgive my impertinence. You see, I’d love to ask you to dance this evening, and I want to see that those fine legs are in working order.”

      “You are a flirt, Duke,” said Ursula appreciatively. Malcolm bowed his head.

      “Guilty as charged.”

      Ursula wiggled one leg, then the other. Malcolm patted her hand, real relief on his face. “Excellent. Shall we dance a jig tonight, or would you prefer a waltz?”

      “Dear boy.” Selina saw Ursula’s fingers tighten around Malcolm’s. “My dancing days were done long before this little setback.”

      “I don’t believe that for a moment.” Malcolm pulled out his handkerchief and wiped away some of the cake that had crushed itself against Ursula’s dress. “A little rest, and you’ll dance me off my feet, I’m sure of it.”

      “Auntie,” said Selina, “do you think you can sit up?”

      A look of fear creased Ursula’s face. “I’m not sure.”

      Malcolm lifted her hand and placed it on his shoulder. “Put your arms about my neck, my lady, and I shall carry you somewhere more comfortable than Lady Aldershot’s floor.”

      Ursula looked at Selina, waggling her eyebrows with irrepressible mischief. “Now that’s the sort of offer I haven’t had in years. Only a churl would say no.”

      “Auntie.” Selina did not know whether she wanted to laugh or cry. She put a hand to her mouth, unable to look at Malcolm or Ursula. Percy roused himself from his slumber and moved towards them with his odd hopping walk, attracted by the spilled food rather than the fuss.

      The footman Lady Aldershot had summoned arrived in the room, hurrying forwards when he saw Ursula on the floor. Malcolm dismissed him with a cool shake of his head, gathered Ursula into his arms, and stood up with painstaking care. Selina hovered at his side, useless as Ursula’s forgotten walking stick.

      “Show the duke to the closest guest bedroom,” Lady Aldershot instructed the footman. “And then send for Dr Phillips, as quickly as possible!” She pressed a hand to her cheek. “He may not be able to reach us, with the roads in such poor condition.”

      It was Malcolm’s turn to have difficulty meeting Selina’s eyes. “I’m sure the doctor’s vehicle will manage better than my frippery phaeton,” he said.

      Aunt Ursula tapped his shoulder. “Young man, I believe you were about to take me to bed.”

      “Auntie!” Hot embarrassment rose to Selina’s cheeks. Malcolm grinned, enjoying every bit of it.

      “I do apologise, Lady Ursula. I won’t delay any further.”

      Selina took her aunt’s hand and held it tight as Malcolm negotiated the doorway, the hall, the wide spiral staircase. The footman held the bedroom door for him, and he turned sideways to make sure Ursula’s head did not knock against the doorway. Selina was forced to relinquish her aunt’s hand, but she stood watchful guard as Malcolm reached the newly made bed and set Ursula down. The old lady let out a small cry of pain as he did.

      “I am sorry, my lady,” he said, concern etching his brow. “I am a clumsy brute.”

      “Not a bit of it, dear boy,” said Ursula faintly.

      Selina turned to the footman, belatedly recovering her senses. “Send up a warming pan for my aunt. And a cup of strong tea.”

      “Sherry,” Aunt Ursula corrected her. Malcolm stifled a laugh.

      “Sherry is very beneficial for a bruised spine,” he said, with a manful attempt at solemnity. “I’m sure the doctor will agree.”

      “Tea,” Selina repeated. The footman bowed and left, frightened by her severity. She had not meant to speak to him so harshly, but she could not bear either Malcolm’s levity or Ursula’s pain. Her distress had to express itself somehow, and the footman was the unwitting victim.

      Lady Aldershot appeared in the doorway, her hands waving about in distraction. “Oh! My dearest Ursula. Are you comfortable? I will have a fire lit. We cannot let you get cold. Oh, my poor dear!”

      With Lady Aldershot’s anxious assistance, Selina made Ursula comfortable among the pillows and blankets. A maid appeared and began setting the fire. Malcolm removed himself to the corridor, where Selina caught sight of him each time she passed the open door, standing guard like a sentinel.

      The tea arrived. Ursula attempted to sit up to drink it, but the effort caused her too much discomfort. Lady Aldershot insisted on sitting at her bedside and feeding it to her by the spoonful.

      “Do you need anything else, Auntie?” Selina slid her hand into Ursula’s again, studying her face for any sign of further pain. “A book, perhaps, or an infusion?”

      “I need peace and quiet,” said Ursula firmly. “And a great deal less fuss.”

      Lady Aldershot looked shocked, but Selina was gladder than she could say to hear some of the usual vigour in Aunt Ursula’s voice. Her lip trembled, and she slapped a hand to it, determined not to let Ursula see her concern.

      “Why don’t you send up my needlework, Selina,” said Lady Aldershot kindly. “I will sit with your aunt until the doctor comes. You will do me a great kindness if you entertain the duke in my absence. Do thank him for his help.”

      Ursula looked extremely satisfied with that suggestion. “Yes, Selina. Make sure the dear boy knows how grateful you are.”

      “Caversham is not…” Selina choked on the words and gave up. “I will, Auntie. Try to be patient. Don’t bully poor Lady Aldershot into letting you out of bed.”

      She kissed Ursula’s forehead and removed herself from the bedroom before she was overcome by the sob that had been building in her chest since the moment Ursula fell.

      The door had hardly closed behind her before she let out the first part of it, a long, ragged exhalation. And before she could either master herself or give in to tears, she was in Malcolm’s arms.

      He held her against him the way he’d held her in the Whitbys’ secret passageway, one hand at the small of her back and the other pressing her face to his shoulder, fingers curling soothingly against the nape of her neck. This time there was nothing in it of either lust or deception. He was warm, strong, safe. She felt the way she had as a child when she ducked her head under the bedcovers to protect herself from the ghosts her brother swore haunted her bedroom.

      She held herself stiff for a moment, but there was no helping it. His warmth melted her. She let her head rest on his shoulder and let out two more long, gasping breaths.

      Silence. He held her, and the world moved onward around them. Selina slowly became aware of the ticking of the clock on the wall, the increasingly irate murmurs coming from Aunt Ursula’s bedroom. She lifted her head.

      Malcolm moved to cup her face with his hand, but she backed away before he could do it.

      “I am sorry,” she said, smoothing out her dress. “That was ridiculous of me. Ursula is not badly hurt, after all.”

      “It was a shock,” said Malcolm. “It is natural to be distressed. Though I am sure the doctor will be able to tell us that Lady Ursula is not in any danger.”

      A hysterical bubble rose in Selina’s throat. “No, it is not natural. I don’t succumb to fits of silly tears under pressure. I fix things. I solve problems. I take charge.”

      He scratched the back of his neck, his bafflement evident. “Did I usurp your position?”

      “You unsettled me.” Irrational rage had Selina by the throat, burning and tight, and she could not shake it free. “I would have known exactly what to do if only you had not feigned a carriage accident and thrust yourself in where you were not invited.”

      He folded his arms, a sign of contemplation rather than anger, and regarded her coolly. “You would have known exactly what to do. Solved the problem. Taken charge.”

      “Yes.”

      “Because you are so accustomed to being the only person you can rely upon that you are unable to ask anyone else for help.”

      Her mouth opened. Closed again.

      “I must fetch Lady Aldershot’s needlework,” she said, and turned on her heel. She heard Malcolm groan behind her.

      “Selina –”

      “I have asked you before not to address me in that familiar way,” she said, without looking back. “My name is Lady Selina Balfour.”

      She picked up her skirts and marched away down the stairs before she had a chance to hear his response.
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      Taking Percival for a walk was a fool’s errand. The little dog’s injury had opened his eyes to a world of indolence, and Percy was not much inclined to leave it. Malcolm did not make it more than three steps at a time through Lady Aldershot’s gardens before the familiar tugging at his trouser leg announced Percy’s desire to be picked up.

      But Malcolm had embarked upon several fool’s errands lately, and one more made little difference. He persevered until the sun dipped low beneath the woods at the edge of the Aldershot estate, and only gathered Percy into his arms when they reached the steps up to the terrace at the back of the house. Percy forgot his distress in an instant and became a wriggling bundle of joy, licking adoringly at Malcolm’s face.

      “Enough,” said Malcolm. “You must take me for a soft-hearted fool. I will not have my chin licked by an idle wretch.”

      Percy’s command of English was not strong enough to understand that he was being chastised. He settled into Malcolm’s arms with a yip of contentment, his four legs dangling aimlessly.

      Malcolm paused at the bottom of the steps, the weight of the dog comfortable in his arms, the sun sending streaks of vibrant colour across the sky.

      “Forget I said anything,” he murmured to the dog, scratching his ears apologetically. “At least there is someone here who appreciates me.”

      Percy’s ears pricked. He let out a soft bark of greeting. Malcolm guessed who had caught the dog’s attention before he saw her.

      Selina was sitting on the wide terrace steps, watching the sun set, her elbow resting on her knee and her hand propping her chin. Malcolm set Percy down, unsurprised that the duplicitous creature suddenly regained his enthusiasm for walking. Percy hop-skipped up to Selina and rested his head on her knee.

      It was one thing to be jealous of a dead man. It was quite another to be jealous of a dog. Malcolm coughed, alerting Selina to his presence, and came up the steps to sit beside her. Percy, the ungrateful creature, did not offer him so much as a sniff.

      “A pleasant evening,” he said. Selina did not look at him. Her elegant profile was thrown into perfect relief by the orange fire in the sky. Malcolm traced it with his eyes, waiting.

      He had learned that she would speak to him, eventually, if he waited long enough. She would say something worth hearing.

      “The doctor says there is no real danger. Aunt Ursula must rest until the bruising fades. He prescribed a poultice.”

      “I imagine she was not pleased to be instructed to rest.”

      Selina ducked her head, not quite managing to hide her smile. “No.” She turned to him, her face half shadowed, half aglow with the gorgeous sunset. Her eyes were wide, their habitual mask fallen away.

      She was radiant. She was always radiant, of course, or he would never have noticed her. Malcolm could not deny that he was a shallow man in many ways, enamoured of beautiful things.

      But the beauty of Selina opening her heart to him was a far purer, more perfect one than any physical perfection he had admired before.

      “Can you forgive me for the way I spoke to you earlier?”

      He smiled wryly. “Only if you forgive me for driving my phaeton into a ditch to force entry into Lady Aldershot’s house.”

      Selina extended her hand. “Friends?”

      He took it, felt its softness and warmth, and held it steady for a moment. “Can we really be friends, my lady?”

      Her fingers stilled in his hand. “Because of the Twynham election?”

      “That, too.” He gave her hand a single, solemn shake, and let her go. “May I take you out for a drive tomorrow? If my carriage is repaired in time?”

      “No.”

      He hadn’t been expecting that, so unequivocal and sudden. Percy raised his head in Selina’s lap, sensing the discordant note in the air.

      “Why not?”

      The mask descended. “That’s what courting couples do.”

      “I know. That’s why I asked you.” He flexed his fingers in his lap, cold and empty without her hand. “We must stop dancing around the question, Selina. One of us has to be honest. Would you like me to speak to your brother first? I’d have thought you could do without his permission, but if it would make you happier –”

      “I do not wish to be courted.” The words were flat, final. The ring of command in them would have put a queen to shame.

      Well, Malcolm could play at that game. “And I wish to court you. So there it is. One of us will have our way.” He jutted out his chin as she stared at him, shocked into silence. “I am not accustomed to losing.”

      “I am.” Blast. She could snuff out her anger like a candle, leaving nothing but softness and smoke behind. Leaving him feeling like a brute for challenging her. “I have lost a great many things. The thought of losing even one more fills me with such horror…” She glanced toward the house, her eyes seeking out the yellow glow in the window upstairs. “Take Aunt Ursula. She is old. She grows more frail every day. Well, I am the same. Not outside, perhaps, but in my heart. Could I recover from the loss of her, the way I did from the loss of my parents? Could I recover from the loss of a lover today, as I recovered from Jeffrey?” She shook her head, weary and sad. “I loved them, all three of them, with a half-grown, childlike love. It would be different today. It would be dreadful. I told you that I felt Jeffrey’s death like a severed limb. What if the next loss tears out my heart?”

      Malcolm reached out, his hand trailing lightly down her shoulder. The glow of sunset had faded, the radiant light changing to the cool blue of night, but she was just as devastating. Just as proud, just as lovely, just as unreachable. “What if I offered you something different?” he asked. “Hardly anyone in my position marries for love. As Duchess of Caversham you would be the foremost woman in the country. I can offer you my wealth, my influence. The life you deserve. Does it not hold the faintest appeal? Is it not worth the risk of developing…” He smiled, though he did not feel like it. “A little unwanted tenderness?”

      Selina did not answer. Malcolm reluctantly left off his fingertip exploration of her slender arm. “Besides,” he said, through a mouth that was growing dry. “You have made it perfectly clear that you all but despise me. I should have thought the risk of falling in love was minimal at best.”

      “Don’t sound so bitter about it, Caversham.” Her lips twisted into an ironic smile. “I think you know that I would not hate you nearly as much if you did not make me feel things I hate to feel. Things I thought I had set aside forever.”

      Hope surged, wild and unlooked-for, in Malcolm’s chest. He had not realised how much the hopelessness of his pursuit of Selina had oppressed him until that moment, when it seemed that the weight might finally be lifted.

      “I have never lost a loved one,” he said, the confession spilling out of him, as though by opening his heart he could ensnare hers. “I don’t think I can really understand it. The fear, the pain.”

      He had taken her by surprise. She studied him carefully, as though she thought he might be lying. Her wilful lips pressed together, tempting him to coax them open again.

      With his mouth on hers, she would not find it so easy to deny him. Icicles could melt.

      But he owed her something first. A secret of his own.

      “Your mother?” Selina asked. “Surely you loved her?”

      “Died in childbirth. Father never spoke of her.”

      “And him?”

      “Ah. The eighth Duke of Caversham.” Malcolm rubbed his hands against his thighs, beginning to feel the night-time chill. “You must have heard of him. They called him the Lion Duke.”

      “He was a great man. I know that much.”

      “War hero. Expert sportsman. Political tour de force. Yes. And I… Well, I was his son. For whatever that was worth.”

      He had caught her interest. “I remember meeting him once, when I was very young. He frightened me a little.”

      Malcolm grinned, despite the bitterness of the memories. “Perhaps you and I had more in common in our youth than we first thought.”

      “Was he a hard father?”

      “He had high expectations of me. The older I get, the more I suspect I could never have met them. I certainly did not manage it before he died.”

      “You really didn’t love him? Your own father?”

      “Love was not something the Old Lion encouraged. But perhaps I did love him, after all, though not in a way you’d recognise. I lived and died for his approval. Isn’t that a sort of love?” He was glad the sky had darkened. He wasn’t sure he wanted Selina to see his face, to see the anger that had haunted him since his childhood, the bitterness. The way he was hard and cold in the ways that he knew she could be soft. “That desperation for him to notice me was fatal, in the end. For him, anyway.”

      Selina did not speak. She pushed Percy from her lap, eliciting a soft yelp of discontent, and slid her arm through Malcolm’s. Her head lowered, knocking gently against his, companionable and sweetly simple.

      “It was a riding accident,” said Malcolm. “He was a brilliant rider, in his youth, but I was growing up as he was growing older, and I thought – like the boastful boy I was – that I could outstrip him. There was a certain jump I used to make over a riverbed on the Caversham estate. Easy enough, when the ground was hard, and the weather was good. But on that day, when we rode out together, it started to rain. The river had swollen, the banks were muddy and slippery. And I thought it a wonderful opportunity to show him I was not afraid of anything.”

      “You didn’t make it?”

      “I did. Just. My horse stumbled but found its footing again. And then…” He stopped, finding that he did not know how to tell the story any longer.

      Selina put her hand on his cheek and turned his face to hers. “This is it, isn’t it? Your secret. My collateral.”

      “Yes.”

      “Your father tried to make the jump, and failed?”

      Malcolm swallowed. Nodded. Searched her eyes for a hint of shock, or disapprobation. They were twin pools of liquid darkness, and they told him nothing. “His horse landed on top of him. Broke its legs. He made me shoot it with my pistol to put it out of its misery. And I was such a fool that I forgot to tie my own horse up when I dismounted to do it, and it ran away in fright.

      “So. I was left with my father, wounded and trapped beneath a dead horse at the edge of a rising river. And the rain was falling. He ordered me to go and fetch help. I’d lost my hat, somehow, in the confusion. It took me an hour to walk home. An hour in which I knew that even if I found help – even when I returned –”

      “And the rain kept falling,” said Selina, when he did not finish his sentence. Malcolm shivered. Unmanly, perhaps, but if she challenged him, he could always blame the cold.

      Selina’s arm tightened around him in response.

      “They called me Your Grace for the first time that day. I had never hated anything more.”

      “Do you hate it now?”

      He lifted a shoulder, half-shrugging. “I’ve become Caversham completely in the intervening years. The title feels like my own. But I know that I have never fully claimed it from my father. I’m not the Lion Duke.”

      “Do you need to be?”

      He stared at her. “Of course. What else is there to be?”

      “I wouldn’t kiss a Lion Duke,” said Selina, her eyes locked on his. “But I might kiss Malcolm Locke, if such a man exists.”

      He doesn’t. That was what he should have told her. What was he, if not the Duke of Caversham? What did he desire, if not power and privilege and position?

      There was no Malcolm without Caversham, no man without the duke. He should have told her that.

      But he wanted to kiss her more than he wanted to preserve his honour, or hers. So he took her face in his hands and pressed his lips to her mouth before either of them could realise what a foolish idea it was.

      It was a simple kiss, unhurried, a careful exploration of the contours of her perfect, wilful lips. Didn’t she deserve his respect, after all? His restraint?

      But then their eyes fluttered open both together, and he saw his own longing mirrored in her face, and he heard the sigh that escaped her lips, and he could not stop himself from kissing her in a different way entirely. Ruinously. Rapturously. His hands clasped her to him the way a drowning man might clutch at a rock, and his mouth began its passionate, inexorable conquest.

      He learned quickly. The way she responded when he caressed her here, or when his lips found purchase there. The way she gasped when he lightly bit her lower lip. It was all new, urgent, overpowering, and by the time they broke apart, their chests were both heaving.

      Selina stared at him with her hand pressed to her reddened lips. “Malcolm,” she said.

      That was all. But his name, his first name, the one he so rarely heard, had never held such meaning.

      “Selina.”

      She pushed herself to her feet. “It’s dark. I should go. We should –”

      “Don’t tell me we shouldn’t speak of this again.” He rose to his feet too, Percy waking from his doze and nuzzling Malcolm’s ankle with sleepy confusion. He let out a puzzled bark, which broke through Selina’s sudden horror like a charm. She let out a laugh, low and musical.

      “Very well. We can speak of it tomorrow. When you take me out for that carriage ride.”

      Then she was gone, slipping into the dark house like a shadow, leaving Malcolm with nothing but Percy at his feet and an ache beginning, somewhere deep in his chest.

      “We have made some progress there, my friend,” he said, bending to detach Percy’s inquisitive teeth from his boot. “Though what we are progressing towards…. Well.” He looked up at the sky, where very few stars were visible through the overhanging clouds. “Perhaps it’s best not to ask too many questions.”
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      The following morning brought clear skies, colour in Ursula’s cheeks, and a carriage filled with three welcome visitors: Isobel, Anthea, and George.

      Selina was more relieved than she cared to admit to see Isobel descend from the carriage armed with a stack of Aunt Ursula’s favourite books and a bottle of sherry that she must have clutched in her lap all the way from London. Isobel’s patience and gentleness made her the ideal companion for their crotchety old aunt, and she knew how to soothe Ursula’s discomforts as no one else could.

      “Poor Selina,” she said, rising up on tiptoe to kiss Selina fondly. “What a fright you must have had!”

      “There is no serious harm done, thank goodness,” said Selina. “I am almost sorry I sent for you. Aunt Ursula is much better this morning.”

      Isobel pressed her lips together to hide a smile. “I would not dream of leaving you to sit with our dear aunt while she lies in bed all day. You would surely drive each other to distraction. Oh!” This exclamation as Malcolm stepped forward and bowed in greeting. “Your Grace. I did not expect to see you here.”

      “The dear duke has been so helpful to us poor ladies in our hour of need!” effused Lady Aldershot. “I am almost grateful to the potholes in the London road that ruined his carriage yesterday!” She turned to George and Anthea, who had descended the carriage behind Isobel. “Lord and Lady Streatham! What a pleasure to see you both. My dear friend Ursula is so fortunate to have such a loving family.”

      George gave a smile some might have called rueful. “There’s nobody better than the Balfour sisters to call on in a crisis, my lady.” His eyes lingered a little too long on Malcolm. “Good morning, Caversham.”

      Malcolm extended his hand, and after an almost imperceptible pause, George shook it. “Good morning, Streatham. I trust your journey was not too tiresome.”

      “We managed to avoid all those potholes,” George answered drily, with such a light of impudence in his eyes that Selina began to think she had imagined his hesitation.

      “Ladies, let me take you upstairs to see your aunt at once,” said Lady Aldershot, ushering Isobel and Anthea into the house. “I am sure you will raise her spirits.”

      As Selina made to follow them, a light cough drew her attention back to George. He took her hand and tucked it into his arm companionably. “May I have a moment, dear sister? Perhaps you can show me around Lady Aldershot’s grounds. I have a great desire to stretch my legs after that long journey.”

      It was an invitation that clearly excluded Malcolm. Selina glanced at the duke, half-afraid he would take offence, but his charming smile was firmly fixed in place. He bowed again to George. “Do excuse me, Streatham. I ought to go and see what progress Lady Aldershot’s men have made with my wounded phaeton.” His eyes cut to Selina. “I hope we can take that drive we spoke of before I return to London, my lady.”

      Selina inclined her head, polite but nothing more. She did not think Malcolm would be wounded by her show of indifference. He had battled on against worse, after all. Besides, it could come as no surprise to him that she did not want to publicly acknowledge the intimacy they had shared the night before. Not yet, at least.

      As it happened, that choice was taken away from her. The moment George led Selina out of earshot of the footmen unloading his carriage, he turned to her with serious eyes and said, “I will not hesitate to call Caversham out if he has crossed the line, Selina. You need only say the word.”

      Selina could not help but laugh. “Really, George! There is such a thing as being too dashing, you know. Anthea would not approve of your threatening to duel every man who invites me out for a drive.” Seeing that he was not placated, she patted his arm and continued. “The duke was being polite, that’s all. We found ourselves unexpectedly stuck in Lady Aldershot’s quiet country house, and he suggested it to divert me from my worries about Aunt Ursula.”

      “Politeness is not what induced him to show you the secret passageway at the Whitby house,” said George.

      Selina’s smile fled her face in an instant. “How do you know…?”

      “I have a habit of noticing small details. On that evening, it was the silver trim on the hem of your gown. Caversham was canny enough to hide your face, but that was not enough to deceive me.” George shook his head, the corner of his mouth lifting into a grin. “Believe me, I understand the allure of a clandestine encounter. But it does not sit right with me that Caversham is taking such liberties with you.” He pressed her hand. “There is a fine line between harmless fun and real danger, and Caversham has never been noted for his delicacy.”

      “I do not think you give him enough credit, George.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “If he is courting you, and you wish to be courted, I will say no more about it. You are far wiser than me, I know, and you know how best to protect yourself. But I hope you are not blind to the man Caversham is. He may be paying you compliments to your face, but he is paying men off left, right, and centre to buy that Twynham election behind your back.”

      “Ah! Dear George, you are quite mistaken.” Selina was relieved. If this was all George’s misgivings were based on, she was easily able to dispel them. “Malcolm does not have anything to do with the bribery of the Twynham voters. We discovered it together – in that very hidden passageway. In fact, he took me in there precisely for the purpose of fairness. He intended to listen in on the talk between two of the voters, and he did not want me to be at a disadvantage.” She smiled warmly, hoping that George’s penchant for noticing small details would not uncover the unusual brightness in her tone as she lied. “So, you see, there is nothing romantic between us at all. Only a little friendly competition.”

      George nodded slowly. “So, you and the duke overheard the bribery taking place?”

      “We did, and he was just as shocked as I was.”

      “More shocked, I would think, since he must have recognised – just as I did – that the man offering the bribe was his dear friend Sir Roderick March.”

      Selina stopped walking abruptly. She cast her mind back to the voices she had heard in the dusty darkness of that hidden passageway.

      The memory of Malcolm’s breath against her ear threatened to distract her, but she pushed it aside.

      She had not recognised the voice of the man speaking to Mr Griggs. Any passing familiarity had been masked by the rasp of a heavy cold.

      “You must be mistaken,” she said. “Malcolm does not know who offered the bribe. There were so many men with political interests at the Whitbys’ ball that night. It could have been anyone.”

      “But it was Sir Roderick. And I cannot see how Caversham did not recognise him. You do not know Sir Roderick well, but he has known the man since childhood. If I knew the voice, he cannot have mistaken it.”

      Anger flared in Selina’s chest, hot and tight. It was not directed at George, exactly, but it cracked in her voice like a whip when she answered him. “You are extremely interested in the Twynham election for a man who has never before dabbled in politics. What were you doing in the Whitbys’ secret corridor, that you just happened to overhear Sir Roderick – if it was Sir Roderick – offering bribes?”

      George sighed, looking genuinely sorry, which took some of the air out of Selina’s ire. “It was pure happenstance. I stepped into the corridor, as I said at the time, to avoid an awkward social encounter. I simply chanced to overhear Sir Roderick as I walked past the card room.” He let go of Selina’s arm and adjusted the cuffs of his jacket. “Besides, as it happens, I am taking an interest in politics. Anthea has so many noble causes. A poor sort of husband I’d be, if I didn’t support them.”

      “Oh, George.” Selina touched a hand to the ribboned bonnet covering her hair, as though her unexpected show of emotion could have knocked it out of place. “I did not mean to speak so unkindly. Thank you for telling me your concerns. Perhaps I ought to accept Malcolm’s offer of a drive, so that I can ask him about everything directly. I’m sure there is a reasonable explanation.”

      “You must trust your own judgement,” said George, offering his arm again. They turned by unspoken agreement back up the winding path to the house. “However, if it turns out that he has not been honest with you… Well. I would not wish to be on first-name terms with a man who had deceived me. And the offer is still there. I will not hesitate to teach him a lesson on your behalf. You must only say the word.”

      “I will not tell Anthea you said that,” said Selina, managing a teasing smile. “She would not approve at all.”

      “And I have not told her that I caught you and Caversham together in the corridor – though I think she would approve of that very much.” George winked roguishly. “I have never had sisters before. I am beginning to understand why your brother is so serious all the time. So many cares must take their toll on a man!”

      “But only think of the improving effect we have had on your character!” Selina let go of George’s arm as they reached the house. “Now, I will go and see whether Isobel and Anthea have managed to raise Aunt Ursula’s spirits. If she is in good cheer, I will not feel any guilt in leaving her for an hour or so while I take the air with Mal–” She stopped herself just in time. “With Caversham.” She gave George a stern look. “Be polite to him in the meantime. If I come downstairs to discover you both shouting about pistols at dawn, I will have no compunction about bringing your wife’s wrath down upon your foolish head.”

      George bowed ironically low. “That is a risk I wouldn’t dare take!”

      As Selina went upstairs, she fought to ignore the feeling that her heart was beating a little off rhythm.

      It shook her to know that her indiscretion with Malcolm had been noticed. George, at least, could be trusted with her reputation, but how many other needless risks had she taken in the meantime? Malcolm had managed to unravel her careful behaviour like the ball of wool he had sent tumbling to the floor the night he dined in her brother’s house.

      The night he had touched her cheek and looked at her with an expression both yearning and haunted – an expression that she now knew meant that he wanted to kiss her. She had seen it again in the sunset on Lady Aldershot’s terrace last night. Something inside her was still trembling from the wonder of it.

      Was he worthy of the risks she had taken? Or was he, as George insisted, only a rogue using her for his own political advancement?

      A maid was leaving Aunt Ursula’s room as Selina arrived. She stopped the girl on her way past.

      “Please take a message to the Duke of Caversham,” she said, her voice light and even. “Tell him to prepare his carriage, if it is roadworthy. I will be ready to drive out with him in half an hour.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            13

          

        

      

    

    
      Malcolm, for all the rumours that swirled about him, had never actually set about courting a woman before. Not in this way, anyway. Not the right way.

      And never when there was anything more at stake than his own pride.

      He had brought Percy, of course, as a much-needed ally. The little dog displayed no regrets for his curtailed career as a coach dog. He curled up in the space between Malcolm’s feet and Selina’s, careless of the world that passed them by.

      Selina, on the other hand, sat straight-backed and regal, one hand resting lightly on the side of the phaeton, the other in her lap. She looked out at the fields rolling past with an imperial air. A queen surveying her lands. Selina had always looked as though she owned everything she saw.

      When she turned, finally, to Malcolm, a flare of pride in her dark eyes, he realised that she looked at him that way, too. At least, that was how it felt. Part of him was already in her possession. He knew it, even if she did not.

      “I thought you’d take the left turn at the last crossroads,” she said. “This road will lead us back to Lady Aldershot’s before long.”

      “You thought I’d want to get lost with you?” When he grinned at her, with all the roguish insinuation that he usually deployed to send mothers whisking their daughters away in horror, he was rewarded by the faint hint of a smile.

      “After the liberties you took yesterday, I imagined you had set aside any last shreds of delicacy.” Was he imagining the note of disappointment? “I thought I would at least be gone long enough for my sisters to worry.”

      He transferred the reins to one hand and reached over with the other to catch hers, pressing it to his lips. “That’s where you are mistaken, my lady. The gift you bestowed upon me yesterday evening has left me a reformed man. I have resolved to behave differently from now on. No more tricks. No more carriage accidents or secret corridors.”

      A cloud crossed Selina’s face. She glanced away briefly, but curiosity enticed her eyes back to his. “I didn’t give you anything.”

      “You won’t persuade me that you give kisses lightly, Selina.”

      Her hand was still in his. “No. I do not.” Again, she looked troubled. “Caversham, speaking of the secret corridor…”

      “So, I’m Caversham again,” he noted wryly. “How have I offended?”

      She withdrew her hand. Not coldly, but without any hint that it might return. “It occurred to me that I might have recognised the speaker. The man who was bribing voters on your behalf.”

      Luckily, at that moment, the horses shied a little from a fallen branch on the road. Malcolm turned his face to them, gripping the reins with both hands until they had calmed. He felt Selina stir at his side and could not help but smile. He rather suspected she was a dab hand at driving a carriage herself. It must irk her to watch another lose control where she would not.

      “I thought we had left that business of the bribery behind us,” he said, keeping his eyes on the horses. “I told you that I consider it a smear on my name and abilities. I will bring the errant party to justice.”

      “You don’t wish to hear whom I suspect?”

      He risked a glance at her. “I can already guess that I won’t like it.”

      “No, you will not.” He felt her gaze raking him, even as he turned back to the road. “I believe it was Sir Roderick March.”

      “Old Roddy?” Malcolm hesitated.

      He was about to lie to Selina again. There was no avoiding it.

      Yes, he was a reformed man. Yes, he intended to woo her properly. To speak to her brother. To give her the courtship she deserved.

      But this matter of Roddy and the whispered bribe… It was personal, in a way that his quest for the perfect duchess was not. It hurt in a way he could not quite explain. And it gave Selina political ammunition to use against him. Which, until she was his wife and their power was shared, was unacceptable.

      “As I recall, the scoundrel in the card room had a heavy cold,” he said. “Sir Roderick is currently in perfect health. But as for the man we overheard, with such a hoarse voice it would be difficult to identify him precisely, even if you knew him well. And I do not think that you and Sir Roderick are great friends.”

      “We are not.”

      “Is there anything else that leads you to suspect him?”

      Selina drew in a quiet breath before answering. Malcolm recognised it at once. He had won their game of piquet by noticing that she took the same subtle inhalation just before she played a bluff.

      So, she was hiding something, too.

      “It’s only that Sir Roderick would benefit from taking the Twynham seat,” said Selina. “And he certainly has your political interests at heart. Though not, I fear, your best interests.”

      “We’ll have to agree to disagree there.” Malcolm turned back to her, his guilt easing a little. “If it will set your mind at ease, I will include Sir Roderick in my investigation. If he’s the one behind this foul business, I’ll see him punished for it. And I’ll be harder on him than on anyone else. I don’t take kindly to friends who sully my name, or to dependents who work against me.” That, at least, was true. He fully intended to make Roddy regret ever doubting his success. “Does that satisfy you?”

      She smiled. “It will do.”

      The towers of Lady Aldershot’s dower house were just visible over the treetops ahead. Malcolm had planned a short drive, true enough, but he had not intended for so much of it to be taken up discussing Sir Roderick. He slowed the horses to a gentle walk. Percy lifted his head and yipped, intrigued by the change in pace. Selina bent to scratch his ear.

      “Clever dog,” she said fondly. “He knows what you’re about. You’ve no intention of returning me in good time at all. Percival can sense deception.”

      “The ungrateful wretch,” Malcolm sighed. “After all I’ve done for him, to be betrayed in this way! It’s too much to bear.”

      She lifted her head from Percy, a mischievous light in her eyes. “Don’t be too hard on him. He kept our secret of yesterday evening, after all. He could have wreaked terrible damage, if he chose.”

      The horses were barely moving. Malcolm dropped the reins. Selina straightened, caught, perhaps, by the sudden tension in his jaw.

      “Is something the matter?”

      “I meant what I said about behaving differently. I think I have given you the impression that I’ve been toying with you. That is not the case.” He let his eyes linger on those parts of her that he too often had to tear his attention from in public. The dark shimmer of her hair, what was visible of it beneath her bonnet. The elegant lines of her collarbone, just seen beneath her fichu. So much of her was hidden from him still.

      Then he raised his gaze to hers. “I kissed you because I want to take you seriously. It wasn’t a game. It wasn’t a trick. When I return to London, I will call on your brother and ask his permission to court you.”

      “Alex won’t give it without speaking to me first.”

      “Then I’ll wait.”

      “And if I don’t give my permission?”

      He risked a slow, teasing grin. “If you don’t agree to let me court you properly, Lady Selina, I will never kiss you again. There. The choice is yours.”

      She held his eyes gravely, and then, slowly, deliberately, pulled her lower lip into her mouth to moisten it. Malcolm’s breath stilled in his chest.

      “Interesting that you imagine Lady Icicle would be susceptible to a threat like that,” she said, settling back against the seat with a glow of triumph in her cheeks.

      “Ah.” Malcolm coughed, taking off his hat and running a distracted hand through his hair. “I, ah, I didn’t think you knew…”

      “Oh, I’ve known about your charming pet name for me for some time.”

      “I never meant any offence by it.”

      She cut her eyes to him, brief and devastating. “Yes, you did.”

      Blast. “Yes. You’re right.” He glanced up at the sky, where a few lonely clouds were drifting in the wind. “You’ve wounded my pride, Selina. Time and again. But it was only what I deserved.”

      “You’re not the only man I refuse to dance with. It was never personal.”

      Malcolm was willing to bet that he felt those refusals more deeply than any of the others. “I am sorry that I ever called you that name. It was unkind. No, worse. It was hypocritical.” He gave a half-shrug, as though he were not saying anything of note. “I’m cold enough myself, beneath all the flirting and the glamour of the title.”

      “You were not cold yesterday, when Aunt Ursula fell.” To his surprise, he felt the gentle pressure of her hand on his shoulder. “And you are not cold now.”

      Far from it. Malcolm was burning. The gentleness in Selina’s voice was like paraffin poured on the banked coals of his heart. He longed to turn back to her, to let his eyes drown in hers, and yet he could not bring himself to do it.

      He knew what he would see when he looked at her. A Lion Duchess, only lacking her duke. What would it take for her to accept him in place of her lonely freedom? He might have every seat in Parliament in his pocket, and yet Selina would remain unmoved.

      “Let me be your second strike of lightning,” he said, his lips moving heavily around the words. He forgot what he had said about refusing to kiss her. He forgot why it was dangerous to meet her eyes. “Let me win you. Let me give you everything you deserve.”

      Her lashes fluttered low, as though she, too, saw too much to bear in his gaze. Malcolm took his opportunity while it lasted.

      He leaned forwards and pressed his lips to hers.
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        * * *

      

      They returned to Lady Aldershot’s house as late as Selina had expected. She took the prudent step of going up to her bedroom before she sought out her sisters. One glance in the mirror confirmed her suspicions that she had some work to do to restore her appearance to its usual standard.

      It would not do to enter Lady Aldershot’s drawing room looking like a woman who had been thoroughly, expertly and passionately kissed.

      When her hair was back in order, her cheeks less flushed, and the secret smile banished from her lips, Selina went to Aunt Ursula’s chambers only to find them empty of both invalid and sisters. A brief search located them all in the drawing room, where Aunt Ursula was propped up on the sofa by many cushions, and Isobel was playing a lively jig on the piano. Anthea had taken Lady Aldershot’s hands and was enticing her through the steps of a dance. George was leaning on the mantelpiece and talking to Malcolm, though his eyes kept darting across the room to rest lovingly on his lively wife. Malcolm, for his part, turned as Selina entered and let his eyes flash their pleasure as they took her in.

      “My goodness, Lady Isobel!” Lady Aldershot protested, through her laughter. “You are playing much too fast for me!” She gasped for breath and clung to Anthea for balance. “Oh, Lady Selina, do come and rescue me! I was foolish enough to ask your sisters to show me the latest dances from the London ballrooms. I cannot keep up at all!”

      Selina shook her head in mock disapproval. “Anthea, Isobel, really! I was gone less than an hour, and in that time, you have dragged our aunt from her bed and run poor Lady Aldershot off her feet!”

      Anthea looked boldly from Selina to Malcolm. “I think you were gone longer than that, Selina, since you mention it.”

      Pretending she had not heard, Selina went to Aunt Ursula and kissed her cheek. “Auntie, I am glad to see you up, but are you really well enough?”

      “Enough of that!” Aunt Ursula exclaimed. “I will grow old before my time if I am confined to my bed all day! Isobel, play a waltz for Lady Aldershot. It would be a shame to waste these two handsome gentlemen.”

      “A waltz!” Lady Aldershot fanned herself with her hand. “In my day, we never dreamed of dancing the waltz!”

      As Isobel obliged at the piano, Malcolm stepped forwards and made Lady Aldershot a low bow. “If you can bear the scandal, my lady,” he said, in a roguish murmur. Lady Aldershot giggled like one of her own granddaughters. She looked from one side to the other, as though checking for approval, and took Malcolm’s outstretched hand. Isobel slowed the music considerately as Malcolm led Lady Aldershot through the first steps of a waltz, holding her at a respectful distance.

      “Come, Selina!” said Anthea, rushing forward and catching her hand. “You must not leave me with nobody to dance with but my own husband!”

      Selina laughed, shaking her head as Anthea led her to the centre of the room. “Poor George will have no partner of his own!”

      “Poor George is very happy to sit and watch until Lady Ursula is ready to dance with me,” George chimed in, pulling up a chair beside Aunt Ursula’s sofa. She rewarded his wink with a rap on the knuckles.

      “Careful now, young man. I am not as susceptible to flattery as my poor niece.”

      Anthea took Selina’s hand and brought it firmly down to her own waist, then placed her left hand on Selina’s shoulder so that they were ready to waltz, with Selina in the man’s position. “You were always better than our dancing master,” she declared, as Selina gave in and began to lead her in the dance. “I am sure that if you ever did dance with a gentleman, he would have no choice but to fall in love with you.”

      “Which is precisely why she turns them all down,” said Isobel, speaking just loud enough for her sisters to hear as they swirled past the piano. She began to increase the pace of the music, little by little, until Selina and Anthea were whirling about the room and Lady Aldershot had come to a complete halt.

      “Oh, Your Grace!” she cried, leaning on Malcolm’s arm. “I am all left feet and elbows!” She pressed a hand to her chest and beamed. “But what a thrill! Such a pity that waltzing was not permitted when we were young, Ursula.”

      Ursula shook her head disapprovingly. “We had enough scandals of our own without that sort of thing, in my opinion.”

      Selina had noticed the way George’s adoring eyes followed Anthea’s every move. She steered her sister towards him, turning with the music, and let her go as George rose to his feet behind her. “Have some pity on the poor man, Anthea. He will die of jealousy if he has to sit and watch any longer.”

      Anthea rolled her eyes and let George whirl her away. A familiar pride warmed Selina’s chest as she watched them together. Anyone could see why they were the toast of London – two newlyweds with easy manners, ample fortunes, and the soft light of love beautifying their faces.

      She was so enraptured that she did not notice Malcolm standing at her side until he gently cleared his throat and extended his hand.

      “My lady?”

      He was asking her to dance. Again.

      The music dimmed in Selina’s ears. She stared at Malcolm’s hand as if it might somehow be a trap. “You know better than to ask me to dance, Caversham. Think of your wounded pride.”

      “And yet,” he said, with a rueful smile, “I am asking you once more.”

      No. It would be so easy to say. She had said it a hundred times before. A thousand.

      Her lips moved around the word. But, instead of saying it, she put her hand in his.

      Malcolm’s lips parted, too, as though he were about to ask her whether she was certain. She stopped his words with her wide, frightened eyes. Instead of speaking, he took her hand and placed it on his shoulder, the mirror of Anthea’s gesture moments earlier. He placed his own hand on her waist. Their free hands found each other without the need of eyes to guide them, and clasped.

      Malcolm smiled in a way Selina had never seen before. It was not the self-satisfied smirk that was familiar to all the ton. Nor was it the flirtatious grin that he never used if not to his own advantage.

      She realised that she had never before seen Malcolm look happy. Amused, yes. Triumphant, most certainly. But neither of those were half as pure, as simple, as honest, as happiness.

      And there was no mistaking that he was happy now. His face was like the sun on a clear July morning.

      They took a step forward, both together, and stumbled. Selina gasped.

      “I – I only know the man’s part!” She stared at him in consternation. “I have only ever waltzed with my sisters.”

      He shook his head, still smiling. “I should have guessed. Here. You must learn to let someone else lead, for once.” He guided her to step backwards with a gentle pressure on her waist. Selina understood how Lady Aldershot had felt. All of her limbs, too, had turned to left feet and elbows.

      Apparently, that was simply the effect Malcolm had on sensible women.

      “I’ll make a fool of myself,” she hissed, but he was not deterred.

      “And if you do? Better here than a crowded ballroom. This won’t be the last time I dance with you.” They stumbled again, but he was prepared this time, and he righted her quickly. “You almost have it.”

      “I don’t.”

      “Well, you will have it once you stop trying to lead.”

      She glared. “Following is not in my nature.”

      Malcolm chuckled, soft and low, and kept up his gentle pressure on her waist, guiding her backwards, left, around. They completed a turn. Then another.

      Selina gradually shifted her attention from her uncertain feet to the other new sensations she was experiencing. The way Malcolm’s hand felt there, just above the flare of her hip. The closeness of him, from head to toe, shoulder and chest and dancing eyes and lithe legs moving through the waltz with ease. The way his fingers wrapped over hers.

      Aunt Ursula was right. Waltzing was not something to be embarked upon lightly.

      “There,” Malcolm said, barely breathing the word. “Now. This.”

      He was right. She was dancing. As easily as though she had never given it up.

      She caught a glimpse of Anthea’s eyes, round with astonishment, as Malcolm led her past the newlyweds. She heard Isobel play a single, uncharacteristic wrong note, and recover from it smoothly. She felt the warmth of the fire as they spun past it, and the cool breeze from the dying day as they crossed to the window.

      All of this she saw, and heard, and felt, but did not truly take in, because she was so full of Malcolm. His strong arms, the square edges of his jaw, the light catch of breath in his throat, the rich scent of him, the lips that had kissed her earlier.

      Perhaps she had not refrained from dancing to save gentlemen from falling in love with her. Perhaps she had done it so that she, herself, would not fall in love.

      Or perhaps it would have been impossible to fall for anyone other than Malcolm. Not the Duke of Caversham. Not His Gorgeous Grace.

      The boy who had risked his neck to impress his father in the woods. The man who saved injured dogs and danced with elderly dowagers. The duke who was so determined to win on his own merit and nothing else that he had invited his rival to listen in on the plotting Twynham voters, so that they would both receive the same advantage.

      All of these were the things that Malcolm was, these and much more that she was yet to discover. Why, then, was he content to settle for merely being the shadow of his father? Why be the ghost of the Lion Duke when he could be Malcolm Locke?

      And did she really want to let herself fall for a man who knew himself so little?

      The music stopped. Selina breathed for the first time in what felt like an hour.

      Malcolm did not let her go, as she expected. He held her still, in waltz position, his eyes locked on hers.

      “Shall… shall I play again?” asked Isobel, her uncertain voice breaking the spell.

      Malcolm dropped Selina’s hand and bowed. “I would dearly love to hear one of your own compositions, Lady Isobel. I have not been able to forget the tune you played the night I dined with your family.”

      Isobel lowered her hands to the keys once more, her eyebrows slightly raised. “Is that the part of the evening you could not forget, Your Grace? I am surprised to hear it.”

      A look passed between her and Malcolm that reminded Selina of the way the Balfour sisters all teased their brother.

      “As it happens,” said Malcolm, brushing an imaginary speck of dust from his cuff, “I have an excellent ear.”

      As if to underline his point, a loud sneeze sounded from the hallway. Isobel cut off her playing as all eyes turned to the door. A footman entered, too bright-eyed and clear-voiced to be the sneezer.

      “Sir Roderick March,” he announced.

      “My goodness,” said Lady Aldershot. “I haven’t had so many visitors in months! Do show him in.”

      “He will be here to see me, on business,” said Malcolm, taking a stride towards the door. George moved still more swiftly to intercept him and stopped his forward progress with a friendly hand on the shoulder.

      “Let the man come into the warmth, Caversham. I’m sure he’s had a long journey.” George met Selina’s eyes behind Malcolm’s back, just long enough to impart a warning.

      Sir Roderick entered the room with a handkerchief pressed to his nose. “Good evening, good evening,” he said, his voice a hoarse rasp. It was quite different to his usual tones.

      And yet, all the same, it was horribly familiar.

      Sir Roderick sniffled and withdrew his handkerchief. “I am sorry to intrude upon you, Lady Aldershot, especially since, as you see, I am not at all well.” He stopped to cough. “I have an urgent matter to discuss with the Duke of Caversham.”

      “Roddy,” said Malcolm, with such false joviality that everyone in the room turned to him in astonishment, “don’t be a bore. I’m sure nothing can be urgent enough to tear me away from such pleasant company.”

      Sir Roderick coughed again. “I’m afraid it is, Caversham. You must return to London with me at once.”

      Malcolm glanced over his shoulder at Selina. Any hope that she had not immediately recognised Sir Roderick as the man behind the Twynham bribes died as he saw her face.

      “Well,” he said. His throat sounded dry as a bone. “I see there’s no hope for it.” He tore his eyes from Selina with what appeared to be some difficulty, but by the time he reached Lady Aldershot he had regained his composure. “My lady. I cannot thank you enough for your hospitality.”

      “Oh, Your Grace! It has been such a pleasure.” Dear Lady Aldershot, utterly oblivious to any tension in the air, set about summoning her servants to fetch a hot flask of something and a stack of blankets to warm the duke and his friend on their way back to London. Selina stood in perfect, frozen stillness as he bid goodbye to her aunt, her puzzled sisters, to George who shook his hand with an expression that clearly said, You’ve torn it now, Caversham.

      Then he was in front of her, hat in hand, face calm save for the tick of tension in his jaw.

      “Lady Selina.”

      It was not that he had lied to her. Lies were only to be expected, after all; the political arena was never bloodless. He had never spoken of anything between them but mutual advantage. Political expediency. A fair exchange, a match beneficial to them both, and perhaps a little, fleeting physical pleasure.

      She had filled in the rest for herself. She had known all along that Malcolm’s heart was not on offer, and yet she had foolishly indulged herself in fantasies of his good character that he had not earned.

      Well. She was a match for him, true enough, in politics as much as the marriage mart. Her heart was not his for the taking, either.

      “About that question you wanted to ask my brother, Your Grace,” she said. “I will save you a thankless visit. I am quite sure the answer will be no.”

      She held out her hand. Malcolm pressed it a second too long, staring down at the way his strong fingers covered hers.

      “It was a pleasure to see you here, my lady,” he said. “I shall never regret the damage to my phaeton.”

      He set his hat on his head, nodded to the ladies one last time, and followed Sir Roderick out.
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      Since Roddy had not had the sense to keep away, Malcolm hoped that at least he would be generous enough to spread the noxious infection that had him continually coughing into his handkerchief, so that Malcolm might endeavour to die from it.

      This wish, too, went ungranted. The long journey back to London in Sir Roderick’s uncomfortable carriage passed without Malcolm feeling so much as a tickle at the back of his throat. Sir Roderick was fastidious about keeping his phlegm to himself.

      If only the same had gone for his political ambitions, he would have saved Malcolm a great deal of trouble.

      “I cannot tell you enough how little I care about whatever has caused you to fall out with Lord Louis,” he said, as Sir Roderick attempted to explain himself for the third time. “For heaven’s sake, Roddy, close your mouth before you do your voice permanent damage. You will never be able to cast votes for me in the Commons if you cannot talk.”

      Sir Roderick cleared his throat with an unpleasant gurgling sound. “We have arrived.”

      Malcolm glanced out of the carriage window, noting the drizzle of rain with a shudder. “I can see that. We’re at my own house, after all.”

      “Lord Louis will be waiting for us. He said he would wait in your doorway, if necessary, until he could speak with you.”

      Malcolm restrained himself from rolling his eyes. “I am sure the servants had the wits to at least show him inside. Here, Roddy. Take my umbrella. You are in no state to go out in the rain.”

      Sir Roderick took it gratefully. Malcolm turned up his coat collar and hurried past him into the house, kicking up a splash from a puddle that soaked him to the knees.

      “English weather,” he snarled, glaring up at the sky from the safety of his own porch. As though the lowering clouds had anything to do with the painful bruises forming around his heart.

      They found Louis sitting in Malcolm’s drawing room, which was a study in bachelor comforts, all dark wood and leather furnishings. Louis had been provided with a glass of brandy and a cup of tea which both sat untouched on the table, a worrying sign. His legs were clamped tightly together, an odd sight in a man whose limbs were thick as tree trunks, and his eyes were unusually bright. “Caversham!” he said, rising to his feet and knocking the table with the tea and brandy as he did so. “Caversham, thank goodness you’ve come! I have terrible news.” He raised a finger and jutted it accusingly at Sir Roderick. “It concerns this blackguard here!”

      “Strong words, Louis.” Malcolm could not remember the last time he had been in such need of a drink. He went to the drinks cabinet and poured himself a strong helping of brandy. “Drink, Roddy? Or shall I send for something hot?”

      “Don’t think of it!” said Louis, his voice rising to a squeak. “He doesn’t deserve it!”

      Malcolm set his drink aside regretfully. Louis was the sort of man so unused to upset that he would require a steady hand to soothe him. “Come now. We’re all friends here. Sit down again, Louis. I can see you’ve had a shock.”

      “You will understand why when I tell you what I have discovered!” said Louis, his round face trembling with outrage. Malcolm leaned against the wall, arms folded, eyes flickering from his scandalised friend to his coughing, treacherous one.

      “There’s no need to tell me. It’s plain what has happened. One of the Twynham voters was not as crooked as Roddy supposed. Someone has told you that the Duke of Caversham’s man is buying votes.”

      Louis deflated like a punctured balloon. “Oh, Caversham, no. Tell me you did not know about this. Tell me you don’t condone it!”

      “Know, yes. Condone, certainly not.” Malcolm took up the glass and raised it ironically to Sir Roderick, who was now coughing from outrage as much as illness. “I overheard Roddy myself at the Whitbys’ ball.”

      “And you have not withdrawn your support for him?” Louis’s eyes bulged. “Caversham, the insult to your reputation –”

      Malcolm summoned every reserve of ducal severity he had in him. “Yes. I am quite aware of it.”

      Louis opened and closed his mouth a few times, and then, at last, took Malcolm’s advice and sank back into his chair.

      Malcolm turned to Sir Roderick. “Roddy. You will put a stop to this nonsense at once. You will tell the corrupt voters that no bribes are forthcoming. Is that clear?”

      “Certainly,” rasped Sir Roderick.

      “Good.”

      “If you want to lose the election.”

      Malcolm felt the screw of irritation turn so tight in his stomach that he was liable to start fuming and frothing like Lord Louis. “What?”

      Sir Roderick backed away, startled by the snap in his voice. “Lady Selina’s candidate is stronger than we could have predicted. I have it on good authority that we are in for a close-run contest.”

      “I am the Duke of Caversham. Mr Forrester is a commonplace lawyer. Who would dare…” Malcolm sighed and pinched the bridge of his nose. He was exhausted, by so much more than the unexpected carriage ride. It was late. He had walked through the rain. And Selina Balfour hated him.

      Well, that hardly mattered, did it? He didn’t require the future Duchess of Caversham to like him. Only to look beautiful and host impressive parties and, perhaps, just occasionally, make him weak at the knees with a flash of her eyes. That would be enough. That much, he could still salvage.

      “It’s Selina, isn’t it,” he said. He hadn’t meant to speak so roughly. Louis glanced at him in surprise, concern breaking through his temper tantrum. “Of course it’s Selina. They respect her the way they do a duke.”

      “Not quite,” said Sir Roderick. “But her influence, combined with Forrester’s performance in the courts, at the rallies, at that dinner you hosted…”

      “Yes, yes. You don’t need to explain it anymore. We all know you’re no match for a legal genius, Roddy.” Malcolm sighed, giving in at last and draining the brandy in a single swallow. “All the same, I won’t stoop to bribery. Wining and dining the voters is one thing. What you’ve done is a step too far. We must plan to lose Twynham and regroup.” The memory of Selina’s face as he bid her goodbye cut through the warmth of the brandy as though he’d taken an icicle to the heart. “Blast you, Roddy! If you hadn’t shown up when you did, this cursed election wouldn’t even matter! When I marry Lady Selina, it won’t matter who sits in the Commons. He’ll be my man either way.”

      “You and Lady Selina are engaged?” Louis clasped his hands together. “Why, Caversham!”

      Malcolm cut off his raptures with a sharp shake of his head. “Not yet,” he growled. Not ever, whispered a treacherous voice at the back of his mind. He ignored it. “I was close to it, I know it, until Roddy turned up and ruined everything.”

      Or you could have told her the truth, the voice suggested. Malcolm’s fist clenched around his empty glass. You could have been honest with her all along.

      “But marrying the Balfour woman would do nothing to help me,” Sir Roderick whined.

      “At this point, Roddy, I am not inclined to help you ever again.” Malcolm’s head was beginning to ache. “If you lose the election, so be it. I wash my hands of you.”

      “You must be very certain of the lady’s affections, Caversham,” said Sir Roderick, a malicious light shining in his eyes. Malcolm let out a bitter laugh.

      “Affection doesn’t enter into it. Selina has political ambitions, just as I do. She cannot fail to see that the match is too advantageous to pass up.” He wished he believed what he was saying. One moment of hope was all he asked for.

      “Caversham,” said Louis, his voice soft with disappointment.

      “Because if you are not certain,” Roddy continued doggedly, “then by losing the election you are also losing power.”

      “Unlike you, Roddy, I’m not interested in grasping at power by foul means.” Malcolm rocked his neck from side to side, easing out the tension of the carriage ride.

      Sir Roderick took a step forwards, eyes glittering, reddened nostrils flaring. “Do you think the Lion Duke earned his name by doing the moral thing, boy?”

      Silence descended upon them, the way it did the moment after something precious was shattered on a marble floor.

      Malcolm turned his head slowly to Sir Roderick and set his empty glass down on the cabinet.

      “Get out.”

      “I acted for your own good!” Sir Roderick whined, stumbling backwards from the fire in Malcolm’s eyes. “For you, I swear, as much as for myself!”

      “Get. Out.”

      “I want you to be the duke your father was, Caversham! I want that for you!”

      Malcolm took a single step towards him. The older man quivered.

      “Get out,” he said, every word dropping like a lead weight. “Or I will throw you out.”

      Sir Roderick forgot that his handkerchief was already damp with mucus and used it to dab at his sweating forehead. “You are upset,” he said, hoarse voice trembling. “I will call again tomorrow. I am still your man, Caversham. Just as I was your father’s.” He reached the door, grasping blindly behind him for the handle, and bobbed his head like a nervous bird. “Goodnight. Goodnight.”

      When he was gone, Malcolm went to the window. Disgust tightened his throat too much to speak.

      He did not know who had disappointed him most. Roderick, or himself.

      “I lied to Selina to protect that man,” he said, when he trusted himself not to make a show of it. “Can you believe that, Louis?”

      “Sir Roderick has been your friend for many years,” said Louis. His meaty hand landed on Malcolm’s shoulder. “If the lady has a heart, she’ll understand.”

      “I think not.” Malcolm smiled, despite everything, and gave Louis a gentle punch in the arm. “At least I’ve chosen one friend wisely.”

      “I am afraid you will not remain my friend much longer,” said Louis. “I will not expose Sir Roderick publicly, out of respect to you. But I must do something. I will stand with Mr Forrester and Lady Selina at Twynham when the day comes.” He smiled nervously. “I know I have no great influence, but I feel I must do what I can.”

      “And I will not condemn you for it.” Malcolm sighed. “Perhaps if I had been born a younger son, like you, I might have been free to follow my nobler instincts. Such as they are.”

      “A duke can certainly be noble!” Louis protested. Malcolm shook his head.

      “Not when nobility comes at the expense of power. I think it is you who will be disappointed in me in the end, Louis. I don’t have your good heart. Only the same terrible hunger that my father had.” He set his jaw. “I will win this election. If I must win Selina to do it, so be it.”

      Louis winced, but said nothing. He clasped Malcolm’s shoulder again and left him alone at the window.

      Malcolm watched his friend step down onto the street and turn up his coat against the still-falling rain, a figure so large and imposing that no thief would think of approaching him.

      Now that he was alone, his thoughts became blissfully clear. Yes, he would win Selina. She was the key to everything – the Twynham election, his respect in the House of Lords, the future of the dukedom. Selina, the perfect duchess. He’d been right from the start. She would secure him the power he had always craved.

      That explained why he’d spent the carriage ride back to London feeling that his heart was being torn from his chest. Why he’d been so compelled to spill to her what no one else in the world knew about his father, the accident, the rain. Why he still, even now, felt the touch of her hand on his arm as clearly as though she were still beside him.

      You are not cold now, she’d told him. In that, they’d both been mistaken. But it didn’t matter.

      He would be the second Lion Duke, and Selina his Lioness. Nothing else would satisfy him now.
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      At the last of the rallies in Twynham, Selina arrived late enough that the crowds were already beginning to dissipate after Mr Forrester’s speech.

      At least, that was what she thought had happened, as she stepped down from her carriage and Mrs Forrester ran to greet her with eyes full of worry.

      “My lady! I am so glad you came. Can your aunt truly spare you? I was so distressed to hear of her fall.”

      “My aunt is recovering very well,” said Selina, clasping Mrs Forrester’s hand. “But I am sorry to have arrived in such poor time. I thought I would at least be able to hear your husband speak.”

      Mrs Forrester shook her head, her lips pinching together. “He has not yet spoken, my lady. He will begin at any moment.”

      Selina looked about at the paltry crowd in confusion. “But there must be some mistake! There were twice the number of gentlemen attending the last speech he gave. Where are all the Twynham voters?”

      Mrs Forrester was naturally a sweet-tempered woman, not inclined to speak ill of others. So her cheeks turned pink with embarrassment as she whispered, “I think they will not come, my lady. They have all been bought by…” She clapped a hand over her mouth and shook her head. “No! I should not say.”

      “I know the man you mean.” Selina kept her face perfectly calm, for Mrs Forrester’s sake, as well as for her own pride.

      It hurt her to think of Malcolm stooping to bribery. She would not have believed it possible, if not for the proof of his own actions since he left Lady Aldershot’s. He had not denounced Sir Roderick. He had not even withdrawn his support. And, one by one, Mr Forrester’s supporters had slowly fallen away. If she were generous, she would put it down to their natural instinct to obey the mighty duke. But she was not feeling generous where Malcolm was concerned. She no longer knew what deception he was capable of.

      Now there was no more pleasure left in their competition, no more thrill of the fight. Mr Forrester would lose, because he was not the duke’s man. As so many elections had been lost before.

      And Malcolm, who had every quality necessary to become someone truly wonderful, would squander his potential for the sake of one more vote in the Commons.

      “There he is now,” whispered Mrs Forrester, nodding subtly to the enormous black and gold town coach that was rolling into the square. “Come to see that his bought men are staying away, as he commanded, and to gloat over his triumph. I am not a violent woman, my lady, but I declare, when I see that man I will be tempted to – to – to give him a piece of my mind!”

      Selina put her arm around the angry little woman and guided her to the front of the crowd, such as it was. “We will not think of him,” she said firmly. “He does not deserve it. And when it comes to telling dukes how they ought to behave, I have a great deal more practice than you. If the duke deigns to descend from his carriage, you must leave him to me.” She glanced back over her shoulder, just once, to see that the carriage doors remained closed.

      How she wished she hated him.

      Mr Forrester, practised in the art of public speaking, gave no hint of his disappointment in the tiny gathering. He spoke fluently, setting out his aims for the borough with a passion that could not fail to inspire confidence, and roused the listeners to a few ragged cheers.

      Selina lingered as long as she could after the speech was done, speaking with the voters and the public alike, and smiling as broadly as she had when it had seemed they might have a chance of winning.

      Malcolm’s carriage cast its long shadow into the square. Still, he did not descend.

      She had arranged a dinner at Twynham’s finest establishment for those voters who still cared to attend. At least the paucity of guests meant that the spread would appear yet more lavish than even she had intended. She crossed the square on Mrs Forrester’s arm, Mr Forrester taking up the rear and chatting cheerfully to a couple of stout gentlemen of Twynham. Mr Griggs surprised them all by making an appearance at the dining room door. Judging by the way he rubbed his round stomach in anticipation, it was the lure of the food that enticed him, rather than any hope of winning his vote.

      As the gentlemen were standing around with their pre-prandial drinks in hand, the mood finally began to lighten. The windows did not overlook the square where Malcolm’s carriage stood, reminding everyone of his inevitable victory. Selina began to breathe more easily.

      A serving girl approached her, bobbed a nervous curtsey, and stumbled a little over her words. “Excuse me, my lady, but there is a gentleman here who wishes to speak with you urgently.”

      Selina smiled. “You may show him in. I’m sure we can accommodate one more guest.”

      The girl looked frightened. “I’m sorry, my lady, but he said he would not come inside. He is waiting for you in the gardens. He…”

      At last, Selina understood what had made the girl so afraid. Serving girls in country inns did not often encounter dukes. When they did, the prospect of offending one was surely terrifying.

      “I understand,” said Selina. She sighed inwardly. What she wanted to do was to send the girl back to Malcolm with a curt dismissal. She had spent long enough standing about in the cold to hear the speech.

      But she could not put the helpless serving girl through the ordeal of defying a duke, and in any case…

      She wanted to see Malcolm again. To make him sorry, of course. To accuse him of lying to her, of cheating in order to win, and watching him writhe in the glare of her anger.

      And also – she could not deny it – to feel again, just once more, the deep pleasure of being in his presence. To let her eyes linger on the strong, masculine lines of his face. To breathe him in, just for a moment, in the hopes that some of the pain that had wracked her since he left Lady Aldershot’s might be relieved.

      The relief would be temporary, of course, but like everything else about Malcolm, it was too tempting to resist.

      She followed the serving girl to the inn’s back door and stepped out into a small courtyard garden. Malcolm was waiting for her, leaning against a wall with his hands thrust into his pockets. There was something about him of a schoolboy waiting for a thrashing, and something of the careless rake, and something of the angry duke, all mixed into one.

      She was afraid that the sight of him would make her lose her self-possession, so she spoke quickly, seizing what little control she could. “I take it you are not here to congratulate me on Mr Forrester’s excellent speech.”

      His mouth twisted into something that was not at all a smile. “It was excellent. I’m proud, not mentally deficient. I recognise brilliance when I see it.”

      “How generous of you.” She stayed in the doorway, refusing to take a single step towards him. It was difficult. His nearness exerted a physical pull on her chest. If she did not concentrate, she would fall towards him as apples fell to earth. “But winners can afford to be generous, can’t they?”

      “The election’s not over yet.”

      “Yes, it is. You’ve seen to that.”

      His eyes flashed, lightning in the blue. “Would you believe that I didn’t know what Sir Roderick was doing until that moment, at the Whitbys’ ball? Would you believe that I told him to put a stop to it?”

      “I’d be a fool to believe anything you told me ever again.”

      “Yes.” There was an agony in his voice that she had not expected. He removed his hat, turned it over in his hands once or twice, his jaw clenched tight. “But all is not lost, Selina. You need not accept defeat. Not unless you want it.”

      She cocked her head to the side, trying not to let her intrigue show. “I am not inclined to stoop to Sir Roderick’s level, if that’s what you are going to say.”

      “No. Not that.” Malcolm set the hat back on his head, a sharp, forceful gesture, like a soldier donning his helmet before battle. He took a step towards Selina, and she realised, at last, that he was battling some deep inner passion. His chest heaved with each breath. His eyes were bright and burning. “Marry me, and the election ceases to matter. Forrester or Roddy, either one will take their direction from us.”

      She was so shocked that for a long moment she did not know what to say. As her mind raced through words, her mouth part open, she saw all too clearly the flare of hope in Malcolm’s eyes.

      That, she could not allow. “I have told you many times before. I do not wish to marry.”

      “You kissed me like a woman who does.”

      “That was a mistake.” She swallowed. She could not know for certain whether, beneath all the bluster about power and politics, she was hurting him with her refusal. She simply had to hope that she truly had been mistaken. That there was no man, only the duke. “I apologise for giving you the wrong impression.”

      “The wrong – ha!” Malcolm raised a hand to his mouth, clenched into a tight fist, as though he could tear away the memory of her lips on his. “What more must I do to persuade you, Selina? We’d be the most powerful pair in London. You’d have all the influence you could possibly desire. I’d buy you anything you wished for. I’d – I’d –” He stuttered to a halt, seeing that she was unmoved, and the façade of the arrogant duke began to crack. He looked wild, hopeless, desperate. “I’d give you all you wanted,” he said hoarsely. “If you’d only let me.”

      Now she knew she was truly hurting him, but there was nothing else to do. “I don’t think you can give me what I want, Malcolm. Not like this. Not if you think you can persuade me to marry you by talking of money and power.” She gave in to his inexorable gravity and took his hand, pressing it between both of hers. “You are only proving that you don’t understand me. It isn’t power for myself that I want. I support Mr Forrester because he is a talented man who will do great things for this country. That’s the heart of it.” She bit her lip, sadness overwhelming her.

      Saying no to a man had never been as difficult as it was now.

      Malcolm was studying her face as though she were a secret code to which he had almost discovered the key. “You think you’re happy,” he said. “But you are not. You’re feigning contentment, helping others succeed where you could soar. You do it all the time. I saw your face at your sister’s engagement. You think that by loving your family so much, you’ll destroy any ambition you have for yourself. But others’ victories won’t satisfy you, in the end. You need more. You need something of your own.”

      “Oh, Malcolm.” Her heart went out to him. He was so clever, so able, so cunning, and yet so blind to himself. How could she not love those secret, tender parts of him, which had somehow survived so many years of neglect? “You have it backwards. Power doesn’t satisfy. Not the way love can.” She gently released his hands. “You are the one who isn’t truly happy. Another vote in the Commons won’t help you. Why should one more pocket borough fix what all the others have not? The fact is, Malcolm, that you are lonely. So terribly lonely that you’d even cling to a man like Sir Roderick, because he’s all you have.”

      He was staring at her with his handsome jaw slack and his face as red as if she’d slapped him. “That’s ridiculous.”

      “You won’t ever be the Lion Duke,” she said. “Trying won’t make you happy. But I’m afraid you’ll never be able to stop.”

      He rubbed a hand over his chin, where once again, the morning’s shave had not been enough to quell the light dusting of stubble. “You really won’t marry me,” he said. A statement, not a question.

      “No.”

      The word hung in the air between them for a second, heavy with regrets and unspoken sorrow, until a rowdy cheer from the dining room window above them chased it away.

      “You had better return to your guests.” Malcolm straightened out his shoulders, tugging at his coat with business-like precision. Something had dimmed behind his eyes. There was nothing in them now of either hope or remorse. “I am sorry to have called you away.”

      “Not at all. It’s better to make things clear. Now we both know where we stand.”

      “In that case…” He adjusted his hat, cocking it rakishly low, and shot her a final glance that she thought, perhaps, was genuine. “I should not have lied to you. I will never do it again.”

      “You don’t owe me anything.”

      “Nevertheless.” He paused, fingers flexing, and then gave her a brisk nod. “Good day, my lady.”

      “Good day.”

      Selina stood in the garden for several minutes after he had departed, one hand pressed to her chest, until her heartbeat finally slowed.

      She loved him. No more question about it. How strange, after so many years of running from it, that love should finally catch her in such an unexpected way. With a man she had so long thought had nothing to tempt her.

      A little sob escaped her lips, quiet and pitiful, and she swallowed down the next and forced herself to be calm.

      She had forgotten how much love could hurt her. How wonderful it was, even amid the pain. She was gladder than ever that she knew it could be survived, and eventually put aside.

      She glanced at her own reflection in the window of the inn, and she found her face pale, as she expected, but otherwise much as it always was. The changes were barely noticeable. Proud lips, soft eyes – now showing the slightest hint of pain. The bloom beginning, at last, to fade. The face of a maiden aunt, a loving sister. Not a wife.

      And that was what she had wanted, wasn’t it? She would remain unwed. Malcolm would get his election. And the wounds they had inflicted on each other, deep though they were, would eventually heal.

      She gathered up her skirts and went back into the inn.
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      Daisy was well into her confinement, with the baby due any day. Though Aunt Ursula had recovered enough to make the journey back to their London home, she, too, was suffering under enforced rest. Selina had more than enough to occupy herself with seeing that both her beloved relatives were kept in good spirits. Whenever she felt the slightest pang of regret, or heard a ring at the doorbell and felt her heart leap into her throat, or woke in the night from a tormented dream in which Malcolm fell to his knees in the garden of the Twynham inn and swore he’d renounce his title for love of her, she turned her mind to her family. As she always had. And if she found less satisfaction in it than she had before, she hid it well.

      George and Anthea visited often. Alexander grew so distracted by the thought of Daisy’s approaching labour that he had to be forced out of the door to attend to his work. Isobel composed a new piece on the harp and received an invitation from Georgiana Whitby to stay with her family in their seaside country home over the summer.

      “Of course you may go,” said Selina, forgetting, as she too often did, that she was not solely responsible for Isobel’s activities.

      Isobel laid the letter from Georgiana back on the writing desk, looking at Selina with a slight frown. “I will not go, of course, if you will be lonely.”

      “Lonely? Nothing of the sort! I will have so much to do while Daisy is preoccupied with the baby. And there will be Aunt Ursula to think of. We must take better care of her in future. She will not accept that she has grown frail.”

      Isobel bit her lip. “Mrs Whitby has also invited Aunt Ursula to accompany me.”

      “But that is wonderful! The sea air will do her a world of good.”

      “Selina…” Isobel pushed aside her writing equipment and rested her chin on her hand, clearly struggling to find the right words for what she wanted to say. “I think I will not go.”

      “Why on earth not? Have you fallen out with Georgiana?”

      “Not at all. She is the perfect friend. I simply feel that…” She smiled, though it only made her look more anxious. “We sisters ought to stick together, you know.”

      Selina shook her head, returning to her needlework. The little cap she was making for the baby was very nearly finished. A sweet confection of white cotton, with yellow ducks embroidered along the brim. “Isobel, don’t tell me you are worried about leaving me. I will be with Alex and Daisy. And I will be so thrilled to hear of all your adventures with Georgiana.”

      “Alex and Daisy did not see you dance with the Duke of Caversham,” said Isobel.

      Selina’s fingers fumbled the needle. She set her work down. It would not do to stab her finger. “What has the Duke of Caversham to do with anything?”

      “Well, I cannot help but notice that he has never called here, though he returned to London some time ago. And the days of voting at Twynham begin tomorrow, and you have not spoken of the election once.”

      “There is nothing to say about the Twynham election.” She lifted her eyes to Isobel’s, willing herself not to betray anything more. “Or about the Duke of Caversham.”

      “I know what it is to be disappointed, Selina.” Isobel looked down at her hands, face wracked with an old pain. “I know what it is to expect a proposal that never arrives. So I am here for you, as long as you need me, and I will not leave you. Not until I am quite satisfied that you are happy again.”

      Selina rose to her feet and went to put her arms around her sister as she sat at the writing desk. She held Isobel close, pressing a kiss to her forehead. “My sweet girl,” she said. “Let me set your mind at rest. I have not been disappointed in Caversham. At least, not in the way you suppose.” She lifted Isobel’s chin, managing to find a little relish in the secret she was about to impart. “The duke has proposed. And I have turned him down.”

      Isobel’s eyes widened. “Selina! You haven’t!”

      “I most certainly have. Isobel, you and I are both extremely lucky. We do not need to marry to secure our future. We are the Balfour heiresses, after all! We have no need to cast ourselves at the feet of those who do not love us.”

      Now Isobel was truly astonished. “Don’t tell me the duke doesn’t love you. Oh, Selina, how could he not?”

      Selina stroked Isobel’s hair fondly. “I think he loved what I might do for him. He was very much in love with the power the Balfour name would add to his. No, I believe he was quite passionate about my prospects as a political hostess.”

      Isobel gave an unladylike snort. “If that were the case, he has missed your finest qualities. You are the dearest and best person in the world.”

      “And I know my own value.” Selina let Isobel go, pleased to see that her sister’s anxieties were eased. “So, I will not marry the duke, and I do not regret it. Write to Georgiana. Tell her you will gladly go to Whitby Manor.”

      As Isobel busied herself with her letter, Selina left her needlework abandoned on the armchair and drifted across the room to the window.

      There, looking out into her brother’s well-tended garden, she allowed herself a single ragged sigh.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “A toast!” called a red-faced young gentleman, a recent addition to the private club on St James’s Street, and as drunk on his own social advancement as he was on the wine. “A toast, to the Duke of Caversham and Sir Roderick March!”

      “Hear, hear!” cried every voice in the room. Glasses were raised, spirits of various colours sloshed about and gulped down in greedy measures.

      There was one voice missing from the general approbation, of course, and that was Lord Louis’s. Malcolm had not seen him at the club since the night he had discovered Sir Roderick’s misdeeds.

      A cause of some regret, but not, alas, the one which troubled him most.

      He accepted the praise with a gracious smile. Praise he had not technically earned, as the Twynham election would not conclude until later that day. But praise which was deserved, nonetheless, because the election would be his.

      Once the pleasantries were accepted, he withdrew to his preferred chair in a quiet corner of the club. It had never been his usual haunt before, but he had developed a taste for solitude of late.

      If he was cursed to be lonely, as Selina seemed to think, he might as well embrace it.

      This time, however, his self-imposed isolation did not last long. The last man in the world he expected to see invited himself to sit down in the opposite chair.

      Malcolm glared, but the Earl of Streatham was not as susceptible to ducal wrath as most. He cocked a boot up on his knee and raised his glass to Malcolm. “You certainly seem sure of success at Twynham, Caversham.”

      “I am.”

      George grinned. “I hope it was worth it.”

      Malcolm cut his eyes to the man who might, in a different life, have been his brother-in-law. Lucky that he was not, because lately, whenever Malcolm saw his smug face, he had an irresistible desire to punch it. Not exactly the fraternal comradery Selina would have expected. “You are a newcomer to politics, Streatham. Perhaps, someday, you will understand the satisfaction of a game well played.”

      “I am surprised you are not there to watch your victory unfold.”

      Malcolm could no longer stand the sight of Sir Roderick. The thought of watching him revel in the fruits of his own corruption was distinctly unappealing. Malcolm had put an end to the bribery, true enough, but the rumours that the Duke of Caversham would generously reward Sir Roderick’s supporters still persisted. What a world they lived in, where the hope of a duke’s favour outweighed all the genius and passion a man like Forrester possessed. He understood Selina’s disgust.

      And yet, power was power. And Roderick, though deeply disappointing, was still his man. “It hardly befits my position to go traipsing about over the country watching every petty by-election my men contest.”

      “Lady Selina doesn’t think it beneath her, though by all accounts her man is sure to lose. She is waiting to hear the results in a Twynham inn, with my wife.”

      Malcolm would rather die before ever setting foot in that wretched inn again. The memory of the last time he had left it, hat pulled low over his face to hide his eyes and all hopes dashed forever, was too painful to dwell on.

      A little of that pain must have showed on his face, for George leaned closer, and dropped his insouciant grin. “Caversham, I hate to become one of those old married men who are continually giving out unwanted advice. But the thought has occurred. If there did happen to be something more important than the Twynham election, it might do you good to forget the politics and go after it.” Malcolm glared, and George shrugged apologetically. “I have a habit of noticing things. Lately, you have not been the man you were at Lady Aldershot’s. A perceptive fellow might even say you were unhappy. Forgive me if I’m wrong.”

      Malcolm realised there was little point in denying it. He felt a strange sense of relief. Streatham was not the man he would have chosen to confide in, but, now that Malcolm came to think about it, the people in whom he could confide were vanishingly few.

      Non-existent, some might say.

      “I fear there’s little I can do about it now,” he said. The bitterness in his voice surprised even him. George frowned.

      “You know, I thought at first that you were meddling with Selina simply to gain the upper hand at Twynham.”

      “Meddling,” Malcolm repeated, letting a little of his anger flare. “One does not meddle with a woman like her.”

      “Is she aware of that fact?” George leaned back in his chair, throwing up his hands. “Really, Caversham, you’re making this dreadfully complicated. Why don’t you simply propose, and put yourself out of your misery?”

      Malcolm felt almost hysterical. There was nothing funny about any of it, but he wanted to laugh so desperately that he could hardly contain himself. “Streatham,” he said, “I have asked that girl to marry me so many times I’ve lost count. I proposed to her last week, in Twynham. I proposed to her at Lady Sturgeon’s musicale. I wrote her a letter declaring my intentions, which she returned unread. I proposed to her the night of the Austrian ambassador’s ball. And, before that, I must have proposed to her at least ten or fifteen times, over the years, and for my troubles I’ve seen champagne tossed into flowerpots and been on the end of more withering remarks than you can imagine. There comes a point when a man has to accept his fate. She’s made it perfectly clear.” He remembered what she’d said, that night at the ambassador’s ball, when everything had been golden and glorious as the champagne she’d thrown away, and she had still been the most radiant jewel in the room. “No dukes need apply.”

      “Ah.” George’s face creased in sympathy. “Do you think you might somehow be doing it wrong?” He held up a hand, shaking his head quickly. “No, no. Forgive me. Well, that settles it. I am sorry I brought it up.” He pushed himself to his feet, but hesitated. “There was something else I wanted to say, but… Well, I don’t suppose it will be any good to you. And you won’t like to hear it.”

      Malcolm cocked an eyebrow. “Does anything about what I have just told you imply that I am not used to hearing things I don’t like?” He gestured to the seat. “Sit back down and spit it out.”

      George pulled the chair a little closer, glancing around to ensure they were not overheard. “It concerns the voters at Twynham.”

      Malcolm groaned aloud. “The voters of Twynham can collectively jump off a cliff, for all I care!”

      George’s voice was low and urgent. “It seems that there are several of them who have falsified their credentials.” He reached into his inner jacket pocket and withdrew a folded sheet of paper. “I have here a list of names of those who are ineligible to vote.”

      Malcolm stared at him. “How on earth did a man like you come by a thing like that?”

      George said nothing, but merely handed him the folded paper. Malcolm took it but did not look at it.

      “You weren’t hiding from anyone in the Whitbys’ secret corridor, were you,” he said. “You were listening in. Just as we were.”

      George nodded, once. “The Crown has an interest in such things, of course,” he said.

      George Bonneville, the charming but lazy Earl of Streatham, a spy. Well, well.

      Malcolm unfolded the paper, though he suspected he already knew what he would find.

      There were twenty names on the list. One or two were expected to vote for Mr Forrester. The majority, of course, were pledged to Sir Roderick.

      “Who else knows about this?” asked Malcolm.

      “So far, only you, me, and a few select men who will never reveal it. My… employers… are happy enough to let matters take their course, in this case. But since I discovered the deception, so might anyone else. A duke, perhaps. A duke with something to gain by winning the election… or losing it.”

      Malcolm shook his head. “It’s too late for that, Streatham. There’s nothing in it for me if Forrester wins.” An image sprung to his mind. The image of Sir Roderick, red-nosed and triumphant, shaking the hands of the men who had just cast their false ballots.

      Sir Roderick, slumbering through the speeches in Parliament.

      And, on the other hand, Selina, passionate and pink cheeked as she told the voters of Twynham why Mr Forrester was the right man for them.

      “Though I suppose,” he added, running his eyes over the list of names once more, “it might be better for Twynham if Forrester took the seat. It might be better for the country.”

      “I never took you for a great proponent of democracy, Caversham.”

      “I never was before.” Malcolm pocketed the paper and got to his feet. “Thank you, Streatham. I’m afraid I must take my leave.”

      George checked his pocket watch. “Yes. You’ve a couple of hours before matters are concluded in Twynham. Time enough, in a fast carriage.” He glanced out of the window. “Though the weather doesn’t favour you.”

      Malcolm followed his gaze. The skies were grey, the clouds impenetrable. The threat of rain hung heavy in the air.

      He smiled grimly. “It rarely does.”
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      Selina had expected the days of voting in Twynham to be arduous, but they proved even worse than she had predicted. She had not accounted for the shadow Malcolm had cast on her own spirits, nor the discouraging prospect of certain loss for Mr Forrester. The first was a private woe; the latter was shared by all his supporters. But she rallied to the challenge as she always did, feigning smiles she did not feel and spending hours outside the Town Hall entreating the voters.

      Now, with only hours to go until the results were announced, Anthea had finally persuaded her and their chief campaigners to take a little luncheon in Twynham’s finest inn. Excepting Mrs Forrester’s reddened eyes, no one would have guessed they were facing defeat. Mr Forrester was regaling the gathering with anecdotes of his time as a student, drawing humour from even the driest situations and making Selina gladder than ever that she had chosen to support him. For her own part, Selina was determined to seem cheerful, though she could not feel it.

      The last thing she wanted was for Malcolm to hear that she had spent the days of the election sighing with regret.

      “Allow me to serve you a little more trout, my lady,” said Lord Louis, who was seated beside her. “There really is no finer way to bolster oneself for the final push than a hearty meal!”

      Every bite of the delicious spread before them had turned to dust in Selina’s mouth, but she nodded and thanked Lord Louis for his thoughtfulness.

      “There are still plenty of voters expected to turn out later today,” Louis was saying, as happily as though he truly believed there was any way they could resist Sir Roderick. “We must keep up our energy and our spirits to the last!”

      “I cannot thank you enough for your support in the past few days, my lord,” said Selina. “I am sure your presence has made a world of difference.”

      Louis blushed and shook his head. “My presence is hardly worth tuppence where these mercurial men are concerned, my lady. I am neither known as a great mind nor the heir to a great fortune, and greatness – of whichever sort – is what seems to tempt them.” His blustering cheerfulness faltered a moment. “I am only sorry that I could not do more.”

      “Nonsense. You have been a great boon to the final days of our campaign! All the more so because your help was so unexpected.”

      Louis shifted uncomfortably. He set down his knife and fork and spoke soft and low with shame. “It would have been still more unexpected to find me speaking out against Sir Roderick and denouncing his bribery. That, I know, would have been the noble thing to do. And yet I have not.”

      “You would not have achieved anything by it,” said Selina. Louis shook his head ruefully.

      “No. What’s the word of an earl’s younger son against that of –” He glanced sideways at Selina. “No, I still cannot do it. I cannot speak ill of my friend, though I know he has done wrong.”

      “His Grace of Caversham is not at fault for Sir Roderick’s behaviour,” said Selina, calm and even. “Perhaps it is uncharitable for us to wish that he had cast Sir Roderick out. Even dukes must have companionship, after all. It speaks highly of the duke that he has forgiven Sir Roderick.”

      “I fear it would have been much better for him to abandon the man.” Louis took up his cutlery again, the prospect of a little more food bringing the light back to his eyes. “However, there is no use crying over what cannot be helped. I am surprised to hear you speak so well of Caversham, my lady. I had the impression that you and he…” He stopped to chew on a piece of potato, and his eyes widened as though he had only just realised what he was saying. He swallowed hard. “In any case, I think you have the right idea. Companionship is precisely what Caversham needs. He’ll never admit it, but he knows as much himself. Why, the way he spoke of your brother’s wife after that lovely ball she threw for the ambassador!” Louis gesticulated expressively with his fork. “Ah, what a night that was! Caversham told me the following day that he would never settle for anyone less accomplished when he came to choose his own duchess.”

      “Really?” Selina’s lips tightened around her polite smile. She knew perfectly well that Malcolm had not assigned any credit for the ball to Daisy.

      “Oh, he was quite forthright on the subject. ‘A woman who could pour her heart into a ball like that – and all for the benefit of another,’ he said to me. ‘I might never deserve her, but I have always considered her the only woman worth having.’” Louis dabbed the corner of his mouth with a handkerchief. “‘Well, Caversham,’ I told him, ‘you’ve missed the boat there. You never glanced at the girl when she was Miss Daisy Morton. If you meant to catch her, you went about it entirely wrong.’ And he laughed, but not happily, I think. In fact, I’ve rarely seen him so forlorn.”

      Selina laid her hands in her lap so that Louis would not see them tremble. “Does he often talk that way about ladies he admires?”

      “Never! That’s why it struck me so. Caversham’s never been the sort to get sentimental over a woman.” Louis stopped to take a sip of wine. “But I must admit, he is precisely the sort to give his heart to a woman he can never have. That would be truly typical. He’s always been his own worst enemy.”

      Prickles of heat and ice were running over Selina’s body. It had never been more difficult to maintain her composure. Across the table, Anthea was watching her curiously. Selina touched her cheek and found it flaming hot.

      “Are you well, Selina?” asked Anthea, leaning forwards to whisper it so that no one else heard.

      “Please excuse me,” she said, rising from her seat without a further thought for decorum. “The heat.”

      In fact, the day was remarkably cold, but nobody objected when Selina hurried from the room. She stumbled upstairs to the cosy chambers she and Anthea had taken for the nights of the election and, alone at last, gulped in air as though she had just surfaced from a raging torrent.

      Malcolm was a flirt. Insubstantial. Fleeting. His constant silly quips about the vacancy for a Duchess of Caversham had never meant anything. Yes, he had proposed to her recently, but that was to assure his victory in the election. Any affection he felt for her was a recent development. Nothing serious. Nothing deep.

      Selina clutched at the bed post and lowered herself carefully onto the soft mattress. There was no help for it. She no longer believed a word of her old assumptions about the duke. She had not believed them since the night he first kissed her. No, since before that. She’d told him a secret she’d never breathed to anyone else over a game of piquet, hadn’t she? She’d returned his letter unread because she knew what it would say. She’d given him a brush-off at the ambassador’s ball far colder than any man deserved. It hadn’t seemed out of the ordinary then. It was the same way she’d treated him for years.

      How many of those years had he spent secretly longing for her, unable to admit it – not to her, and certainly not to himself?

      What a tragic waste of a good man’s heart.

      Outside, a steady, grey rain was falling. The view over Twynham’s rooftops blurred and distorted, its shades of dull slate all running together.

      Malcom had never felt further away than he did now.
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      “Damn and blast!”

      Malcolm was amazed to find that the words had not exploded from his own lips. His coachman’s face, when it emerged from beneath the body of the phaeton, was red with embarrassment.

      “Forgive my language, Your Grace. It’s the axle. It’s completely torn in half. I’m afraid there’s nothing I can do without –”

      “Without a master who is smart enough not to drive his own carriage into ditches. Or, at the very least, one who doesn’t neglect overseeing the repairs in favour of an extra hour with a lady who despises him. Is that it?”

      The coachman gaped. “I – I’m sorry, Your Grace?”

      Malcolm removed his glove and wiped his hand across the sweat beading on his brow. The air had grown muggy, despite the season, and there was a metallic tang on the wind that only ever heralded a storm. “It’s not your fault, Higgins,” he said. “I broke the phaeton at Lady Aldershot’s, and I failed to check that it was sturdy enough to bear another journey. I drove like the wind while you clung on behind.” He slapped his glove absent-mindedly against his leg, looking down the long road until it disappeared over the brow of a hill, Twynham still out of sight. The grey misery of the skies seemed rather appropriate. “It’s all my own fault.”

      “I’ve made the carriage secure, at least,” said the coachman. “Please step inside, Your Grace, and wait under the hood while I go to fetch help.”

      A spot of rain landed on Malcolm’s nose, cold and sharp, and woke him from his self-recrimination. “No, Higgins. That won’t do at all.” He narrowed his eyes at the brow of that inauspicious hill. “How far are we from Twynham, do you suppose?”

      “At least five miles, Your Grace. I’ll be back with help before dark.”

      “No, no.” Malcolm eyed up the horses, a matched pair of greys, lively and full of temper. Precisely the sort of horses which made a man proud as he careened about town. Distinctly not the sort of horses that a man wanted to ride bareback, in kerseymere trousers.

      Higgins was unfurling the umbrella. “Please, Your Grace, I’m sure you’ll be more comfortable inside the carriage.”

      Malcolm held up a hand, stopping Higgins with the umbrella awkwardly half-open. The duke removed his hat and tucked it under his arm.

      A steady rain was falling now, barely more than mist, cold as an icicle and light as a kiss. He turned his face towards it and bore the shudder that ran down his spine without as much as a murmur.

      “Get into the carriage, Higgins,” he said. “There’s a pistol under the seat which you can use to keep footpads away. I’ll send someone up to you presently.”

      Before the coachman could protest again, before he could change his mind, and just as the skies opened and the storm began in earnest, Malcolm was running along the Twynham road.
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      “Selina?” Anthea’s smile was kind and brisk, as though determined not to mention her sister’s wan expression. “It’s time.”

      Selina sighed and rubbed her temples. “Forgive me, Anthea. I must have been half-asleep. I’m ready.”

      There would be no joy in witnessing the inevitable outcome of the Twynham election, but Selina was determined to see it through to the end.

      “We don’t have to go,” said Anthea, as Selina stopped to run a hand over her coiled curls in the mirror. “It’s raining hard enough that nobody will expect us.”

      Selina straightened her shoulders. She looked a little paler than she would have liked, but there was no helping that. Everything else was in place, from the gauze of her fichu to the single dark lock of hair tucked behind each ear.

      “I expect it of us,” she said. The usual iron was back in her tone. Anthea smiled in recognition.

      “Then of course we’ll go.”

      They joined Mr and Mrs Forrester, Lord Louis, and the rest of their party at the door of the inn. A maidservant – the one who had fetched Selina out to speak to Malcolm in the garden on that painful day – brought out Selina’s coat. As her own maid settled it around her shoulders, Selina met the inn girl’s eyes for a moment. She wondered how much the girl had discerned from the strange meeting of a duke and a lady in the inn’s little courtyard garden. Whether she’d told anyone what she suspected. Whether she, like Anthea, had guessed that Selina’s crisply turned-out exterior had very little to do with the turmoil in her heart.

      The maid bobbed a curtsey, saying nothing. But Selina noticed the girl’s eyes following her as she left the inn with her head held high. There was a light in them that, if Selina were vain, she would have called admiration.

      It was oddly cheering. She might not be capable of winning elections – or dukes, for that matter – but one thing was still in her power. She could set a fine example.

      For the admiring maid, for the worry in Anthea’s eyes, for disappointed women everywhere, Selina walked across the square to Twynham’s Town Hall with all the poise of a queen.

      As they approached the hall, taking care not to leave the shelter of the large umbrellas the gentlemen were holding above them, her purposeful stride was interrupted by a young boy in knickerbockers and a rain-drenched cap. He dashed out of the hall so fast he almost crashed into Mr Forrester, and then with barely a nod of the head and a how-do-you-do he was off again, running through the puddles as though his life depended on it.

      Selina held her skirts out of the way of the dirty water splashing up in the boy’s wake and started onwards again. Mr Forrester, alert as ever, laid a hand on her arm.

      “Something’s the matter,” he said. “Listen.”

      Selina cocked her head. A certain degree of hustle and bustle was always to be expected during an election, but the roar of noise coming from inside the Town Hall had a different tenor. Men were raising their voices, not in excitement, but in anger. Several gentlemen erupted from the Hall’s large doors, clutching their hats to their heads to keep them on, and hurried off in various directions.

      “A riot?” Anthea’s eyes gleamed with excitement. She dug around in her reticule and withdrew a notebook and a pencil. “How thrilling!”

      “Wait.” Selina knew all too well that Anthea was liable to fling herself into the most dangerous circumstances to dig up a thrilling story for her readers. She turned to Mr Forrester. “Is it really a riot? Are we in any danger?”

      “I don’t believe so,” he said, with a puzzled frown. “But something odd is going on, my lady. Perhaps you ought to wait here while Lord Louis and I –”

      “Nonsense,” said Selina. She took the umbrella from him and swept forwards, taking Anthea’s arm as she went. “Nothing short of violence will keep me from witnessing what takes place here today.” She gave Mrs Forrester an enquiring look. “What do you say, Mrs Forrester?”

      The diminutive woman summoned up a stock of courage much greater than anyone had suspected of her yet. She took her husband’s arm and looked up at him with such determination that he gave a start. “We are coming in with you, my dear. Lady Selina is quite right. Only the most dreadful danger would keep me from your side now!”

      Mr Forrester coughed, his cheeks reddening. He avoided Lord Louis’s eyes. “Well, then. That settles it. Stay close to me, ladies. I will have you out of there at the first hint of –”

      “Curse you!”

      The words lashed out like the bite of a venomous snake. Selina was astonished to see that the speaker was none other than Mr Griggs, the portly and affable voter of Twynham.

      “Curse you, Forrester!” he snarled, shaking his fist. “I don’t know how you did it, but upon my word – upon my life –”

      He glanced over his shoulder, as if suddenly fearful of being overheard, shot Mr Forrester a glare that dripped with bile, and stormed off, his cane clacking violently against the cobblestones.

      “What do you suppose that was about?” asked Anthea, as she scribbled down notes at furious speed.

      Selina nodded Mr Forrester onwards. “We won’t find out standing out here in the rain.”

      The Town Hall was a scene of total uproar. Men were shouting at one another, red in the face. Men were waving silver-topped canes in the air, hats fallen to the floor. Two gentlemen were being held apart by their friends, topcoats askew and fists swinging. But for the most part, the cries of outrage and raised fists were directed at the dais at the far end of the hall, where the Returning Officer had set up his table to count out the votes.

      The bespectacled old official was finding his task significantly more difficult than usual, due to the pair of boots planted firmly across the tabletop. A pair of boots which must once have been very fine, but which were now scuffed and stained with fresh mud.

      These boots rose to meet a pair of muscular thighs that Selina wished she did not find quite so familiar. A pair of kerseymere trousers were plastered to said thighs with rain. The shirt above them, still, by some miracle, belted close against the supple waist, was near-transparent from the soaking it had received. The rather fine topcoat which hung half-shrugged onto the heaving shoulders would never be the same again.

      And Malcolm, hair flattened against his face, hat jammed upon his head at an angle that went beyond rakish and into the absurd, and cheeks reddened with the aftereffects of a monumental effort, raised his voice above the hubbub and roared out loud enough to quiet the outraged audience, “I say that these twenty men are not eligible to vote! And if anyone dares argue, I shall begin reading out the names and let the public form their judgement!”

      The Returning Officer pushed his spectacles further up his nose and raised his hand timidly, reaching for the paper which Malcolm brandished. “Sir, if I may?”

      “You may not!” Sir Roderick’s command would have been more impressive if he had less of a wheeze, but he did his best. “There is no proof – no evidence –”

      Malcolm leaped down from the table, landing squarely in Sir Roderick’s path. “The proof is my word, Roddy,” he said. He stared into the older man’s eyes for an instant of pure tension, then shrugged and turned to the Returning Officer. “I am the Duke of Caversham, and I say this election has been illegally bought. And I ought to know, since it was my man who bought it.”

      He handed over the list of names. An expectant hush fell over the room. Even the two gentlemen aiming punches slackened their efforts and hung gasping from their friends’ sturdy arms, gazing up at the Returning Officer as he peered at the paper.

      “Your Grace –” he began.

      “How do we know he’s the duke?” a rough voice demanded from the crowd. “He’s come running in off the street – he could be anyone!”

      “Go,” Selina whispered to Mr Forrester. He stopped long enough to squeeze his wife’s hand before pushing forwards to reach the dais.

      “I know this man,” he said. “This is the Duke of Caversham, indeed. I’ll stake my name to it.”

      “You would, Forrester! We all know you were about to lose!”

      “Roddy?” Malcolm turned to his one-time friend. There was silence.

      Selina saw the movement of Malcolm’s lips. It was impossible to hear what he said, from that distance, but it looked like, Must you be entirely disgraced?

      Sir Roderick’s face was sucked-lemon sour. “This is the duke,” he said. “I’ve known him since he was a boy.”

      Malcolm bent down and offered a hand to Mr Forrester, pulling him up onto the dais. He kept hold of the hand while Mr Forrester found his feet and shook it firmly.

      “I must beg your pardon, sir,” he said, loud enough for the whole room to hear, “for using such underhanded tactics against you. May I take this opportunity to wish you every success in your future career. I am certain that it will be magnificent.”

      As he let go of Mr Forrester’s hand, his eyes found Selina.

      It only lasted a moment, but it happened. The duke vanished, leaving an exhausted man in his place. The ashes of doused fire darkened his eyes. She felt the chill of the rain dripping from him as though it were running down her own neck.

      There was no way to embrace a man with only a gaze across a crowded room. Selina tried, all the same. Her heart was burning and frozen, pounding and still, overflowing and empty at the same time.

      Malcolm straightened his shoulders and turned back to the Returning Officer as a cacophony of protests and cheers erupted around him. “Sir, you must see that Sir Roderick does not have the votes.”

      “That appears to be the case,” said the officer. Triumph flared in Malcolm’s eyes, and he seized Mr Forrester by the shoulder. “That is, if your claims are true.”

      “If?” Malcolm all but choked on the word. “If? Are you accusing a peer of the realm of lying?”

      “With all due respect, Your Grace, you have but moments ago confessed to buying an election. I am afraid it is not in my power to dismiss voters from the register without a proper investigation.”

      “He can’t,” Selina whispered. Her fingers dug into Anthea’s arm, jolting her busy pencil so that it left a long dark streak across her notepaper. “He can’t let it stand. Not now.”

      Anthea looked at her sister, winced, and slipped her notes back into her reticule. She took Selina’s hand and tucked it into her arm. “Whatever happens next,” she said quietly, “you can be sure of one thing –”

      “What is in my power is to declare the election void,” announced the Returning Officer. “Under these circumstances, it would not be proper to accept any votes at all. An investigation must take place to ensure all the registered voters are eligible. The Twynham seat remains vacant.”

      The room was so silent that Selina could hear her own heart beating. The Returning Officer blinked, astonished to find himself the centre of such rapt attention, and pushed his spectacles up his nose. “That is my final decision,” he said, in more muted tones.

      The uproar that broke out was a thousand times louder than the racket which Anthea had taken for a riot. One half of the room was cheering, another half shouting at the tops of their lungs. The two men who had been restrained from fisticuffs finally broke free and descended on each other in a frenzy.

      Malcolm’s loud “Ha!” of triumph sounded above it all. He flung his arm about Mr Forrester’s shoulders and said something that Selina could not hear. Mr Forrester, as flushed as though he had already won, was fielding a crowd of well-wishers who swarmed up to shake his hand and slap him on the back.

      Sir Roderick was bellowing at the Returning Officer, red-faced, but the constable who had been watching the drama unfold from a prudent distance recovered his sense of duty enough to put a stop to that. Sir Roderick was last seen being firmly escorted out the back of the Town Hall, casting one despairing glance back at Malcolm as he went.

      Selina stayed where she was, letting the tide of impassioned men flow around her, as Malcolm and Mr Forrester descended the dais with their arms about each other’s shoulders. They made their way slowly back towards her and the other ladies, hampered by well-wishers and protestors alike.

      Just before he reached her, a shiver passed through Malcolm’s body. It was hardly perceptible. Only someone unable to tear her eyes from him would have seen it.

      Mr Forrester must have felt it, however, and his grip around Malcolm’s shoulders shifted. The duke leaned against him. Again, not enough for someone to notice. Just enough to give a dog-tired man the strength to move.

      Now that he was standing before her, Selina could see the blue shadows under his eyes and the ragged heave of breath in his chest. Rain had battered him so completely that his clothes were sodden and ruined. The gold of his hair was soaked to a dripping brown. He was smiling, yes, but it was a weary smile, and one that did not reach his eyes. Especially when he looked at her.

      And how he looked. It was a wonder that the air between them did not burst into flame.

      “Forgive me for appearing before you in this state, ladies,” he said, shrugging away Mr Forrester and making an attempt at his usual easy stance. “Some fool drove my carriage into a ditch a few weeks ago, and as it turned out, it was not fit for the road any longer.” He bowed to Mrs Forrester and Anthea, and then his eyes darted back to Selina. The heat fading now, uncertainty in its wake. “At least, not at the speeds I drove it.”

      It sounded like a boast, but it fell flat. The echo of his customary pride had no substance behind it. Malcolm’s voice was as hollow as his eyes.

      “Your Grace, please take my coat,” said Mr Forrester, shrugging it off. “You must be frozen stiff.”

      That brought Selina back to herself again. Here was a crisis, after all. A man shivering himself to death after running through a winter downpour. And what did she do, if not solve the crises facing the people she loved?

      She turned to her maid. She should have done it sooner. The sight of Malcolm had rendered her stupid. “Run back to the inn,” she said, her voice crisp and calm. “Tell the innkeeper to have a room prepared at once for the Duke of Caversham. If he has none immediately available, he must use one of those set aside for our party. A hot bath must be drawn up straight away, and a set of clean clothes laid out. The duke has arrived with no attendants, so will require a man from the inn’s own staff.”

      Malcolm had returned his weight to Mr Forrester’s arm, but he was watching Selina still. The smile on his face was very like the one he had worn so many nights ago, at the ambassador’s ball.

      It was pride. And at last, she saw it was a different kind of pride than she had always thought. He was proud of her, and judging by the gentle shake of his head as she met his eyes again, he knew he had no right to be. Selina’s lips parted, knowing the shape of what she had to say, but with no idea of the words to express it.

      “I’ve brought my valet,” said Lord Louis, shattering the moment with his usual bull-headed enthusiasm. “He’ll look after you nicely, Caversham.” He clapped Malcolm on the back, withdrawing his hand quickly as cold water soaked through his delicate glove. “I must say, I cannot tell you how much I – how surprised – how pleased –” Louis pulled out an embroidered handkerchief and dabbed at his eyes, overcome with emotion. “I should have had faith in you!” he cried. “I should have known you’d do the right thing in the end! You’re a fine man, Caversham. A fine, fine man.”

      Malcolm’s jaw clenched tight. Selina started forwards, afraid he was in pain, but the suppressed laughter that shook his shoulders revealed quite the opposite was the case.

      “I, ah, am glad I have proved myself worthy of your friendship, old boy,” he said, coughing once or twice to disguise his mirth.

      “Oh, Caversham, Caversham!” Louis blew his nose noisily. Malcolm caught Selina’s eye, and she could bear it no more.

      “In fact, I will come with you,” she said to her maid, who was poised to leave. “I must see that everything is done properly. Come along, quickly now!”

      Anthea said something as she hurried back out into the rain, but she did not dare stop to hear it. Nor did she dare look back at Malcolm.

      The world which had been so grey as she made her way across the square only a few minutes earlier had entirely transformed. The still-falling rain sparkled from the cobblestones with unbearable brightness. Its steady patter filled her mind with music. She was sure that if she looked up at the sky, it would be bright with rainbows from horizon to horizon.

      But she did not dare look up. Not now. Not yet.
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      A celebratory meal was called for – by Lord Louis, chiefly, but with the firm agreement of everybody else. Mr Forrester’s supporters had mysteriously swelled in number after the afternoon’s revelation, and the inn’s kitchens were busily preparing a feast to feed them all. In the meantime, there was brandy, claret, sherry in every glass, and a cheerful buzz of laughter rising to the rafters of the private dining room.

      Selina sat in a corner, understanding at last how Isobel must feel at every ball. The gathering was by every measure a success, and yet the joy in the room oppressed her. She felt stifled each time a friend asked after her health. Her mind was somewhere in the rooms above her head, in a room which she hoped was warm and full of hot bathtub steam. She’d had a tray prepared to send up to Malcolm. He was not expected to join the party.

      “Ten miles, he ran!” Lord Louis’s deep voice boomed above the rest. “Ten miles, in calfskin boots and driving rain! But that is Caversham’s true nature, gentlemen. Once he has his mind set on something, nothing will stand in his way.” He raised his glass, tipped it back and drained it. “What a day!”

      Selina closed her eyes and ran her fingers lightly over the silver pins in her hair. Every one in place. All as it should be.

      Apparently, the wanton desire to run upstairs and interrupt a duke in his bathtub was not outwardly visible.

      “Are you unwell?” Anthea’s soft voice woke her from what would have become a dangerous daydream. Selina forced a smile.

      “I am a little tired, I suppose. It has all been so…” She realised that Anthea’s grin was far too knowing. “The whole election has been much more than I expected.”

      “Yes. I can see that.” Anthea tapped her finger against her own small glass of sherry. “How would it be if there were a matter which required your urgent attention?”

      Selina’s heart sank. She was very nearly at the limit of her forbearance as it was. “How urgent?”

      Anthea’s eyes flicked up towards the ceiling, just for a second. “I suppose it might keep, if it had to, but in your shoes, I would not want to leave it long.” She leaned closer. “Lord Louis’s valet is a very diligent man. I saw him leave a moment ago with the duke’s ruined clothes in a basket. He is going to find a tailor to rustle up something more appropriate for His Grace than an innkeeper’s Sunday wear.”

      “Anthea…”

      “The innkeeper is quite a large man,” she continued mercilessly. “I do hope he provided the duke with a belt to keep his trousers up. If I were His Grace, of course, I wouldn’t bother putting on such ill-fitting clothes. I would be tempted to lounge around completely deshabillé.”

      “Anthea!” Selina’s hands clenched in her skirts, knuckles turning white. “I can only imagine you think I will find this type of talk instructive. I assure you, the lesson is not needed.”

      “Not instructive, exactly. Tempting, perhaps?” Anthea dropped her teasing grin. “Selina, the duke is upstairs. Alone. I will make excuses for you if I need to.”

      Selina did not move. A line of concern formed between Anthea’s brows. She took the seat beside Selina and laid her hand on the fist Selina had made of her own. “I am sorry for teasing. It’s only that you may not have another chance to talk to him. Not in the way I suspect you want to.”

      “I shouldn’t.” Selina swallowed, avoiding Anthea’s eyes. “I can’t abandon our guests.”

      “I am a woman grown and married, in case you had not noticed, and I am perfectly capable of hosting a dinner. I outrank you, in any case. I’m the foremost lady in the room – for now.” Anthea hesitated a moment, her hand warm on Selina’s. “Nobody will notice your absence. I will see to it.” Her voice dropped to a low murmur. “What I was going to say to you in the Hall – you will always know that he…”

      “I know it already.” Selina relaxed her hand and unfurled her fingers. “I knew it before.”

      Anthea held her eyes for a moment, then got to her feet and turned to intercept an approaching voter with a dazzling smile. “Mr Howard! Yes, a shocking turn of events indeed! I could not agree more – it will all make an excellent column.”

      Selina smoothed out her skirts and reminded herself to breathe.

      Anthea’s encouragement was kind, but unnecessary. There weren’t many lines of proper behaviour left for Selina to cross with Malcolm, after all. And as for the few that did remain, well…

      By the time Anthea glanced back over her shoulder, the quiet corner was empty.
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      “Come in.”

      The door swung open under Selina’s hesitant touch, balanced more delicately than its iron-barred oak suggested, and revealed Malcolm standing naked to the waist, a pair of ill-fitting trousers belted on below, and a ruminative expression on his face as he ran a hand over his already-rough jawline in the mirror. He held a towel in one hand, and his hair was rumpled as though he’d just finished rubbing it dry. His back was to her, nothing between her and the taut lines of muscle but air. A line of dampness the towel had missed glistened from one shoulder to the nape of his neck, caught in a light sprinkling of hair darker and coarser than the golden tousle on his head.

      Malcolm caught her frozen stare in the mirror and his eyebrows rose in cool surprise. “Ah. Thought you were the valet.”

      He tossed the towel onto a chair but made no move to dress. He turned to face her, hands resting easily on his hips as though it were perfectly natural to be half-unclothed in front of a lady. “If you’re coming in, you had better do it quickly and shut the door behind you.”

      She did, and turned the key in the lock, too, before she had a chance to think about it. Malcolm’s eyebrows rose again. She was half-expecting an impudent remark, but he said nothing.

      “I’m sorry,” she said, blurting it out thirty seconds too late and much too fast. “I should not have disturbed you. I…”

      “I’m glad you did.” He lowered his eyes momentarily, a world of troubled thoughts passing across his brow. “I won’t be joining the celebrations. Whatever it is exactly that they’re celebrating. I haven’t the heart for it.”

      “You lost an old friend today.” She wondered whether she might soothe that furrowed brow if she could only navigate the endless stretch of space between the door, where she stood with one hand still on the key, and Malcolm.

      He nodded, slowly, as though it had only just occurred to him. “Yes. But I think I truly lost Roddy when I first heard him bribing the voters. And I should have been rid of him long before then.” He rolled his shoulders, easing out the long-held tension. “It’s not the only thing I didn’t realise until it was too late. Well, almost too late. A void election’s better than a rotten one.”

      “Ten miles.” Selina stopped to moisten her lips. “Lord Louis said you ran ten miles to reach Twynham in time.”

      “Ha! It was five. Though it’ll be fifty before the night’s through, knowing him.”

      “Through the rain.”

      He shrugged. “It didn’t bother me as much as it would have done letting the election go ahead.”

      “That was noble of you, Malcolm.”

      “Ha.” His mouth twisted ruefully. “You’re wrong, and Louis’s wrong. I didn’t do it because I’m noble. I’m no more a good man than I was before.” His eyes scorched her. “I did it because I’m in love with you.”

      Selina took her hand off the key. Malcolm’s eyes followed her every movement as though she were a ship and he was adrift in the ocean. His jaw was tight; the edge of bitterness in his voice was carefully controlled. “There’s no obligation on your part. I don’t expect you to reciprocate. It’s just that I didn’t want to win if it meant that you would lose.”

      Her heart ached for him. “You have no idea,” she said softly. “No idea of the man you are.”

      He shrugged, feigning carelessness, and doing it badly. “I have… hopes. Of who I might become.”

      “You are already wonderful.”

      “Kind words, for the man who lied to you.”

      “Stop.” Selina couldn’t bear the regret on his face. She took a step across the room, and found the space between them shrinking again, becoming manageable, traversable – dwindling to inches, and then smaller still.

      She took his face in her hands and brought it down until by rising on tiptoe she could press her lips to his forehead. “Stop. You are enough. Do you understand me? You are…”

      His bare arms brushed against the inch of skin between her gloves and her sleeves. He brought his hands up to her shoulders. Luxuriating in the feel of him, she sank down from her toes. Slowly. Her eyes catching in his as she went. She was suddenly aware of the scent of him, half-hidden beneath the aromas of bergamot soap and fresh cotton. He was so warm, every part of him – his hands and his scent and his shining eyes.

      “You are everything I want,” she whispered. “I should have told you before. I knew what you were offering me, even when you didn’t quite say it. But I…”

      “I said it badly,” he said. “I made a hash of it all. I couldn’t bring myself to admit what I needed from you – how desperately I need it, Selina.”

      His lips were so close to hers that she could feel their heat as he spoke. His hands moved to encircle her, pressing her to his bare chest.

      “I was afraid,” she admitted.

      “Are you afraid now?”

      All her long-ago-bolted doors remembered how to open. All the things she had locked away emerged into the sunlight. She shook her head. “I’d forgotten how to hope for this.”

      His voice was husky. “I don’t think I ever knew how.”

      He kissed her so tenderly that Selina felt every closed-up part of herself unfurl like leaves in the spring. Each time they broke apart she heard herself sighing his name, and she wondered at how natural it felt.

      Soon Malcolm’s fingers were tangled in her hair, the hairpins pushed hopelessly out of place. He drew one out, twirled it in his fingers a couple of times, and brushed the errant lock of hair carefully back from her face. “I could have fallen to one knee in the Town Hall,” he said. “But I thought you might not appreciate me making a show of it all.” He paused, grimacing. “Besides, I’ve asked you often enough to know what the answer will likely be. It’s one thing to have a proposal rejected privately and quite another to endure the snubbing in public.”

      Selina winced, the memory of his face when he last left Twynham coming back all too clearly. “Malcolm, I…”

      “Hush.” He caught one of her hands and pressed it to his lips, a mischievous light gleaming in his eyes. “Give me a moment. You really knocked the stuffing out of me the last time I proposed, you know. Just let me muster the courage.”

      Selina could not keep back her smile. “I hear there’s a vacancy for the position of Duchess of Caversham.”

      “No.” He tightened his hand over hers, serious once more. “There’s a vacancy open for my wife. The dukedom is all well and good, but it’s not the important thing. I wish I’d realised it sooner. I wish I hadn’t spent so long calling you the perfect duchess when you were something else entirely.” He gazed down at her hand, small and fragile next to his strong fingers, as though it were the most precious thing in the world. “Simply… perfect. Exactly what I needed. Part of me must have known it all along. I never asked anyone else, you know.” These last words were soft, as though he were still unsure it was safe to say them aloud. “Only you. It was a game, and it wasn’t. But it was only for you. You do know that, don’t you?”

      “I didn’t,” she admitted. “Not until very recently. Is it selfish of me to be so glad of it now?”

      “I want you to be glad,” he said, as forceful in his sincerity as he had ever been in anger. “I want you to be glad every day of your life.”

      “Then you ought to marry me, Malcolm.” Her heart slammed against her ribs the moment she said it. How had he found the strength to ask her so many times? How had she ever been cruel enough to laugh him off? “That is, if you would like to.”

      He stared at her like a man who had discovered he could gaze into the sun without going blind. “If I would like to…?” His eyes flared wide. “My word. Streatham was right.”

      She blinked. “Streatham? George?”

      He let her go, caught between laughter and astonishment. “He told me I was doing it wrong. Ha! And it’s obvious now! I should have known all along that you wanted to do the asking.” He pushed a distracted hand through his hair, sending sparkling droplets of water through the air. “Yes. You brilliant, impossible woman, I would like to marry you very much. I have wanted it for more time than I can admit, and I don’t pretend I deserve it, but…” He steepled his fingers together as though he were praying and pressed them to his lips as he gazed at her, enraptured. “If you would marry me, Selina, I swear…”

      The promise of a lifetime of adoration hung in the air between them. The answer flew from Selina’s lips before he found the words to express it.

      After so long saying no, it was surprisingly easy to say yes.
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        * * *

      

      Malcolm leaned into the soft back of the armchair, stretching out his legs one by one, and taking a great deal of care not to disturb the heavenly being nestled in his lap while he did.

      Five miles was hardly the distance from Marathon to Athens, nor even from London to Twynham, but on wet roads in soft boots it had been a considerable effort. Judging by the sun – his pocket watch having fallen out somewhere along the way – he’d made it in decent time, too. There was something of the young sportsman in him yet.

      That same sun was now sinking ever lower in the sky, the light in the room fading from golden to merely dim. He couldn’t bear to move just yet. It was more than a man could ask of himself, passing up the chance to see Selina in the moonlight.

      And yet…

      He stroked the back of a finger gently down her cheek. “Either that valet is taking a great deal of time about his task, or your clever sister has managed to waylay him.”

      Selina graced him with another of those smiles that sent tendrils of heat into places he had never imagined could be warm. “I’m touched as ever by your concern for my reputation.”

      He forced himself to stir, adjusting the alluringly rumpled neckline of her dress into an altogether less tempting position, and gathering those of her hairpins that had fallen within easy reach. “Even Lady Streatham’s ingenuity has limits. I hate to say it, but you must go before they notice you’re missing.”

      “Malcolm.” She was half-reproachful, half-yearning, and her hair was half-tumbled across her face, and since Malcolm had never been much use at resisting temptation, he kissed her again.

      There was a sweetness about her that he was only just learning to taste. Dizzying, to think that he could relish it for the rest of his life.

      “You must go,” he said, groaning the words against the soft skin of her neck. “Because the more liberties I take, the more I want, and I’ve enough sins to my name already.”

      “I’m sure any gossip about my extended absence will be forgotten when we simply announce that we are engaged.”

      He paused his exploration of her exquisite pale skin. “Now? Tonight?”

      The prospect was tempting. Hell, everything about Selina was tempting. He imagined himself leading her downstairs on his arm. The shocked gasps from the room of small-town gentlemen. The news reaching London before he did, in a rented carriage with Selina sitting in his lap just as she was now. Hours of journey to while away together, perfectly alone.

      “Out of the question.”

      She said nothing, but a crinkle of hurt appeared between her brows. He kissed it.

      “I cannot possibly announce our engagement until I have spoken to your brother.”

      “Alex?” Selina let out a rippling laugh. She put her arms around Malcolm’s neck, her fingers toying deliciously with his hair. “You know he would never dare object. He knows better than to disagree with me. And I am quite set on you, you know.”

      “All the same. It’s the proper thing to do. And this, of all things, ought to be done properly. Besides, I want the man to like me.”

      “I’m sure he does already.”

      “Very kind of you to say, but unfortunately, susceptibility to my dazzling smile is not a Balfour family trait. I have some work to do to earn your brother’s respect.”

      “You will have it when he sees that I love you.” She let him go, with a soft sigh of regret that tugged at something vital deep in his chest. “You are right. I will go downstairs and behave as though nothing has happened. Though Anthea will guess, I suspect.”

      “Tell her, by all means. There’s no need to deprive your sister of an extra day’s joy.” He made a face. “Assuming that joy is what she will feel when she knows you’ve chosen to throw your lot in with me.”

      Selina rose to her feet, moving with the natural dancer’s grace that could catch the eye across a crowded ballroom. She went to the mirror and twisted a lock of hair between her fingers, stopping to shoot him a reproving glance. “Malcolm. When will you begin to value yourself as I do?”

      “I don’t know. You could try kissing me more often. That might help.”

      She turned back to the mirror, smiling, and pinned up the twisted curls. She made it look so easy. He remembered his own efforts in the Whitby family’s library, how the shining dark hair had rebelled under his fingers.

      He thought of Selina as a young girl, recently motherless, combing her sisters’ golden hair to soothe them when no lady’s maid would do. She must always have possessed that exceptional talent of making wounded hearts whole again, of lifting others with her love.

      Could such a skill be learned? He hoped so. Selina deserved to have every good part of herself reflected back to her. And if her chosen mirror was tarnished at present, it could be polished up in time.

      He bent to pick up the last of the hairpins and stood behind her, his hands finding her narrow waist as she finished her hair.

      She met his eyes in the mirror. “I suppose this is as good a time as any to broach the subject…”

      He smiled, and gave her a gentle squeeze, encouraging her to continue. “Is something amiss?”

      “I want to be clear about one thing before we go any further.” She set her shoulders, her eyes bright in the mirror. Her waist tensed under his hands. “I once loved another, as you know. And I was young, and not as careful as I should have been.”

      He pulled her close against him. “I hope you will treasure that memory. As I treasure every circumstance that formed your character to such perfection and then brought you – against all the odds – to me.”

      She turned her head, frowning. He brought up a hand to cup her cheek. “I told you once that I wanted an equal. I meant that in every respect. You know I’ve never given society’s expectations much thought when it comes to my own happiness. That’s one thing I have no desire to change.” He kissed her to drive the point home. By the way she softened against him, she understood.

      He turned her back to face the mirror. “There. You look the perfect lady again. No one will suspect I’ve had you in my arms all afternoon. More’s the pity.”

      “Not quite.” She touched his face, running a teasing finger along his jawline. “Gloves.”

      “Gloves! Of course.” There was one somewhere underneath the armchair, he was reasonably sure. As he began his search, Selina stayed at the mirror, turning this way and that to check that all evidence of their encounter was hidden.

      Malcolm emerged triumphant from behind the chair, two white silk gloves in hand, to find Selina looking at something on the dressing table with a puzzled frown.

      “What’s this doing here?” She picked it up and held it towards him, and even though there was no longer any need for it, Malcolm’s heart gave a guilty start.

      He took the silk square with the embroidered swallow as carefully as though it were a living thing. It was still damp from the rain “I, ah. I carry it with me. Have done for some time.” He ran his thumb over the familiar ridges of the embroidery, the graceful curve of the little bird’s wings in flight. “Ever since you gave it to me, in fact.” He felt naked in a way that putting on a shirt would do nothing to fix. “It gave me something to pin my hopes to. And it seemed appropriate, after all.”

      “Appropriate?”

      “Yes. It’s a spring bird, the swallow. They come north when the winter’s over.”

      She looked at him quizzically, and he could not resist a grin. “Icicles melt in the spring.”
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      “Behave yourself, for goodness’ sake.” Malcolm treated the yipping dog at his feet to a glare that would have silenced the House of Lords, but Percival was not a lord and had no regard for rank. He had recognised the Balfour house the moment their carriage pulled up outside, and he knew who they would find waiting for them. Malcolm had to admit to a degree of sympathy for the dog’s excitement.

      “You are here at Selina’s request, and under sufferance,” he said, scratching Percival behind the ears. “And, may I add, you have discovered a remarkable talent for jumping up and down, considering you are supposed to be lame. It’s not too late to put you back to work as a coach dog, you know.”

      Percival quieted, rubbing his head luxuriantly against his master’s glove.

      “Ha. I knew the thought of an honest day’s work would frighten you. I mean what I say, Percy. We are paying an important visit, and we must both be on our best behaviour.” Malcolm considered the task that lay ahead of him and breathed out a low groan of resignation. “Me, especially.”

      A week he’d waited. A week of pure agony, when he’d thought at first he would burst if he kept it in for a day. Selina had returned to London with Anthea early the morning after the election that was not an election, leaving Malcolm to wait for Lord Louis to sleep off his indigestion sufficiently to make the journey himself. Malcolm’s phaeton, sadly, had hit its last pothole. But Louis had borrowed his father’s most commodious carriage for the trip, and there was room for Malcolm within and Higgins the coachman on the rumble seat.

      Malcolm passed the journey in such unusually excellent spirits that Louis was thoroughly unnerved by the time they arrived at Malcolm’s London residence. The grinning duke ran up his front path with barely a wave of farewell to his puzzled friend, calling for his valet as he went. It wouldn’t do to meet the Duke of Loxwell in the sort of clothes the Twynham tailor had rustled up.

      He bounded up his front steps two at a time, the butler barely managing to open the door before he reached it. He was greeted by a joyous Percival in a manner that suggested the little dog had thought him gone forever.

      Malcolm thought it worth a few seconds’ delay to scratch the dog’s ears, and in doing so, he noticed the letter half-chewed inside Percy’s mouth.

      “Drat that dog!” exclaimed the butler. “Forgive me, Your Grace. I’ll have it out in a jiffy.”

      “No need.” Malcolm extracted the note by a combination of belly rubs and brute force. He unfolded it.

      He cursed loudly enough to send the dog running to hide behind the hat stand.

      The Duchess of Loxwell’s travail was upon her. Selina was at her side and wouldn’t leave her for the world. Malcolm did not need telling that Daisy’s adoring duke would be out of his mind with worry.

      There was no question of seeking an audience with Loxwell that day. Or, presumably, for several days after. Malcolm wasn’t family – not yet – and he couldn’t intrude.

      I know you want to speak to him personally, so I won’t suggest that you write, Selina had written. There is no call for haste, in any case, as I will not be returning to society until Daisy is back in perfect health. I will write to you every day. Nobody will notice a few letters amid all the fuss.

      Try to be patient, Malcolm. I know you won’t be – in fact, I hope you are as anxious as I am – but try, for me.

      He pressed the letter to his lips, remembering too late the slobbering it had received from Percy. “Gah!”

      So here he was, a week later, assured that Her Grace of Loxwell was quite recovered from her efforts, that the duke was utterly smitten with little Lady Erica Balfour, and that Selina showed no sign of coming to her senses. She still wanted to marry him.

      And all he had to do was ask her brother. A trifling detail, really. A simple conversation between one duke and another.

      Malcolm ran a finger around the inside of his cravat, which suddenly felt just a little too tight.

      Percy bounded in the moment the butler opened the door, to squeals of delight from Lady Isobel, who was crossing the hallway with a sheaf of music in hand. “Oh, the sweet little creature! Good morning, Duke.” She held her music out of the way of Percy’s enthusiastic pawing. Malcolm passed his hat to the butler and hastened to rescue her from the dog’s attentions.

      “Good morning, Lady Isobel. Are the ladies of the house at home to visitors?”

      She raised an eyebrow, looking him over with far more perspicacity than he was comfortable with. “To certain, particular visitors, yes.” She passed him the sheaf of music and gathered Percy up in her arms. “Come with me to the drawing room. We are going to see which composer makes the best lullabies for the baby. Anthea thinks Haydn, but I say it will be Bach.” She glanced back over her shoulder before opening the drawing room door. “George is here, by the way.”

      Perfect. Another witness to Malcolm’s trial by Balfour. He took a moment to square his shoulders before following her inside.

      The scene that greeted him was enough to soothe the most agitated heart. The Duchess of Loxwell sat propped up by cushions, cradling a wide-eyed baby to her chest. The duke bent over her, reaching down a finger for the infant to grasp. The Earl of Streatham and his countess stood arm in arm by the fireplace, not quite so rapt by their burbling niece that they forgot to steal loving glances at each other, and Lady Ursula sat in a nearby armchair, her clacking needles providing a counterpoint to the murmur of baby-talk as she worked on what appeared to be the world’s largest blanket.

      But all of this was nothing to the sight of Selina, standing at an easel to sketch the happy scene, and the way her head lifted the moment he walked into the room, as though she’d been counting the seconds until his arrival. Her eyes glowed, and Malcolm’s chest swelled.

      He would slay dragons for that woman. Never mind contend with the Duke of Loxwell.

      “Caversham’s here,” said Isobel casually, and the little tableau was broken by exclamations of welcome and surprise. Streatham, in particular, shattered the domestic atmosphere with an especially wicked grin.

      “Morning, Caversham,” he said, cocking a meaningful eyebrow. Malcolm ignored him.

      “Caversham,” said Loxwell, coming to greet him with politely contained surprise. “How good of you to call. We did not expect it.”

      Malcolm made an offhand gesture with the sheaf of music Isobel had foisted on him. “I was in the neighbourhood. I thought I’d stop by and offer my congratulations.”

      Percy, the faithless animal, jumped from Isobel’s arms and ran to Selina’s feet, where he nestled in instantaneous repose. Some creatures had all the luck.

      Loxwell laid a friendly hand on Malcolm’s shoulder. “Come and meet my daughter.”

      He breathed that word, daughter, with such reverence that Malcolm’s indifference to babies was overcome.

      He was very soon relieved of the music, seated in an armchair, supplied with a cup of tea, and agreeing warmly that Lady Erica was, indeed, the most charming infant ever to grace the earth. Since Malcolm did not have a vast amount of experience with children, it was an easy assertion to make.

      Selina remained at her easel, maddeningly near. She glanced up every so often, taking in Malcolm’s expression along with the curve of the baby’s cheek, and returned her attention to her work with the most alluring hint of a smile on her lips.

      “Caversham?” The Duchess of Loxwell’s polite insistence dragged Malcolm’s attention away from Selina. She had clearly asked a question which Malcolm had not even heard, but her serene expression was unchanged. “You seem very deep in thought.”

      “I was only thinking of how I admire you, Duchess. It strikes me as a rare talent to be both a great force in society and an excellent mother.”

      Daisy looked down at the baby cradled in her arms. Malcolm had the impression that she was hiding a knowing grin. “I hardly think my skills as a mother have been put to the test yet. But I think you did not always admire me, Caversham.”

      Malcolm glanced urgently at Selina, who returned his gaze with a sparkling challenge in her eyes. Of course. He’d called Daisy a social climber to Selina’s face. He doubted that those thoughtless words had been reported in full, but the sentiment must have been mentioned after the ambassador’s ball. Selina would never allow Daisy to go through society unarmed.

      “I have recently learned a thing or two about which qualities are truly admirable, Duchess,” he said. “And what sort of life is worth pursuing.”

      “Then I am glad for you. I think it is a very good thing to know what you really want.”

      At the piano, Isobel began to play a tune that was achingly familiar. Malcolm’s spine jolted straighter.

      The lilting waltz transported him back to a dower house drawing room, the glow of candlelight, Selina soft and light in his arms.

      He didn’t dare look at her now. But he desperately wanted to.

      Streatham was leaning against the mantelpiece, grinning mercilessly. He caught Malcolm’s eye, nodded to the Duke of Loxwell, and dragged a slow finger across his throat. “Good luck,” he mouthed.

      Anthea noticed what her husband was doing and gave him a gentle rap on the arm.

      Malcolm couldn’t bear it any longer. He couldn’t spend another second on social niceties with Selina so close to hand, so out of reach. He cleared his throat.

      “Loxwell, I hate to tear you away from your family, but there’s a particular matter…”

      If Loxwell was annoyed, he was too well-mannered to show it. “Certainly, certainly. The world goes on, after all.” He stood. “Let’s repair to my study. Excuse me, my dear,” he said, bending to kiss his wife’s forehead. “Business.”

      “Of course, Alex.”

      Malcolm was certain now that Daisy had guessed a great deal more than her husband about the nature of the business at hand. She gave Malcolm a nod of encouragement. It didn’t have much effect on the tension winding tighter in his chest.

      He passed Selina on his way out of the room. His hand trailed at his side with what he hoped was enough subtlety to escape notice. It caught on hers, briefly, and imparted a squeeze which was swiftly returned.

      She lifted her eyes to his. There was no anxiety in them at all. Only excitement, and an adoration that took his breath away.

      All very well for her. She had only to wait. He had to convince her brother to relinquish all care of her to a reprobate of a man who had done very little, as yet, to prove his worth. Loxwell wouldn’t be impressed by a title, of course. There’d have to be more.

      Malcolm stared into Selina’s eyes for a second that felt like an eternity. Then he followed her brother out of the room.

      Selina turned to her siblings, knowing full well that her smile was ungraciously smug.

      “The poor man looks as though he’s walking to the gallows,” said Daisy, settling back down among her cushions. “I do think you might have given Alex a hint.”

      “I did, in fact. I told him to expect something.” Selina glanced at the door, picturing the scene that would shortly unfold inside her brother’s study. “But I doubt he’s expecting Malcolm.”

      “It’s much more fun this way,” said Isobel, her fingers still running lightly through the notes of the waltz. “Though you didn’t have to tease him so, George. You very nearly gave the game away with all your mugging.”

      “Was my brother really so frightening when you asked for my hand?” asked Anthea, rising on to tiptoe to straighten out George’s lapel.

      “Not at all. He was delighted. Shook my hand and poured out a brandy and made me promise to treat you like a queen for the rest of my days.” George brushed an imaginary speck of dust from his cuffs. “But I saw no need to tell Caversham that.”

      Daisy extended her hand to Selina, who left her easel and the now-dozing Percy and sat down beside her. The baby was slumbering against Daisy’s chest, occasionally making peaceful little murmurs.

      “My darling Selina,” she said, clasping Selina’s hand tightly. “I do believe I am nearly as happy as you are. It is wonderful to think of you settled so well. I have no idea how you can be calm!”

      Selina pressed a hand to her chest. She thought of all the years she had spent hiding her emotions. The pain she had felt that nobody suspected. The loneliness she refused to admit, even to herself.

      The man who had seen it all, right from the start.

      She let a little more of her joy free to dance across her face. “I am happier now than I have ever been.”

      Aunt Ursula looked up from her knitting. “So, Caversham has taken Alex off for a private word, has he? To whom is the dear boy proposing?”

      “To me, Auntie,” said Selina, pride swelling in her heart. “To me.”
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        * * *

      

      Loxwell had not spoken for exactly twenty-five seconds. Malcolm had counted them all.

      It was easy to do. The dry tick-tock of the clock on the wall was the only sound in the room, and if Malcolm did not concentrate his energies on it, he’d go mad.

      Twenty-six. Twenty-seven. Loxwell folded his arms.

      Twenty-eight seconds ago, Malcolm had announced, with a composure that belied his pounding heart, that he had made Selina an offer. She had accepted.

      Twenty-nine. No response from Loxwell but a furrowed brow.

      It was not as if they strictly needed his blessing. Selina was well past the age of requesting a guardian’s permission. And if she had been too young, Malcolm would happily have fought her brother, thrown Selina over his shoulder and carried her off to Gretna Green.

      But that would be missing the point. Selina loved her family. If Loxwell did object –

      Thirty. The younger duke stirred as though the thirtieth tick had rung an alarm bell somewhere deep in his thoughts. He folded his arms a little tighter and looked at Malcolm with an expression caught between puzzlement and suspicion.

      “I was not expecting that.”

      “Well.” Malcolm’s hands were thrust stiffly behind his back. He shifted his stance. “Selina did not want to distract you this past week.”

      “You asked her a week ago?” One eyebrow dared to break Loxwell’s mask of severity and inch upwards. “She’s had time to change her mind, then.”

      “Thank you,” said Malcolm coldly. “She tells me her mind is quite made up.”

      Loxwell gave him a long, sober look. “You are a fortunate man.”

      “I know.” Malcolm cleared his throat, willing his tight muscles to relax. “Believe me.”

      Loxwell glanced down, his frown deepening. “Of course, there is no possible objection on material grounds. You already know that you and Selina are the ideal match… in terms of rank and fortune. Besides, Selina has known for years that her fate is her own to decide. I would part with her to a beggar if it were a love match.” His eyes returned, piercingly, to Malcolm’s. “Is it a love match, Caversham?”

      Understanding dawned.

      What words Malcolm could form would be stiff and unfit for the purpose, he knew. He was unaccustomed to speaking of his heart. It felt dashed strange to talk about such things with Loxwell.

      But the Balfour family held a different set of values to the ones Malcolm had always known. Affection was encouraged, nourished, cherished.

      The home he would make with Selina would be just such a one, if he could manage it. Golden with laughter. Sweet with caresses.

      He hadn’t thought such a thing was possible. Not for him. But she had a way of making him believe he could be something more.

      “I wouldn’t dream of offering Selina anything less than my whole heart,” he said. “Such as it is.” Good grief, there was so much feeling inside him, and so little way to let it out. His chest ached with the strain of it. “You may not think I’m the man to make her happy, Loxwell, but I swear I’ll spend the rest of my life trying.”

      A small smile lifted the corner of Loxwell’s mouth. “That’s the thing about my sister,” he said. “She doesn’t like to see people fail. If she’s letting you try, it means she’s certain you’ll succeed.”

      And suddenly it was over, and Loxwell was shaking his hand – wishing him joy – beaming – ringing for the butler, asking him to call in Lady Selina – offering a drink, suggesting a toast to Malcolm’s happiness – all the things which happened to other people, and which Malcolm had never expected would happen to him. And Selina came in, with her hands still ungloved and stained with her sketching charcoal. That touched him more deeply even than her smile. He knew she wouldn’t let an imperfection show in front of anybody else.

      “Yes, you may well look pleased with yourself, Selina,” said Loxwell fondly. “Trust you to make an intrigue out of everything. Caversham, will you give us a moment alone?”

      Malcolm obliged. In the corridor outside the study, he paced from wall to wall, feeling rather as though he’d received a blow to the head.

      It was done. She was his. He’d be a married man so soon he could practically taste the heaven of the wedding night.

      When Selina emerged, slipping quietly through the door and leaning against it to keep it closed, her eyes were a little bright, her eyelashes damp. But she was smiling.

      “Alex says please excuse him, but he’ll follow us back to the drawing room in a few moments. He has a letter to write.” She lifted one elegant shoulder and lowered it with an arch smile. “He doesn’t have any letters, of course. My stern little brother is giving us an opportunity to misbehave. Just for a moment.”

      Malcolm glanced over his shoulder. The corridor was empty. That was all the encouragement he needed. He pulled Selina into his arms and pressed his lips to hers. Haste made him clumsy, but she didn’t seem to mind.

      She fit against him so wonderfully. She smelled the way honey had always dreamed of smelling.

      “Thank god,” he groaned, letting his hands roam over the delicate curve of her waist. “At last.” He paused just before kissing her again. “It’s all settled, then?”

      “Very happily so. Did he give you a hard time? It’s a brother’s prerogative, you know. Though I think he let George off easy, when it was Anthea’s turn. And when Edith married her Nathaniel, we’d all seen it coming for years.”

      “He grilled me a little. He wanted to be sure I loved you as you deserve.”

      Selina laughed, but sympathetically, and ran her fingers through his hair. Delightful shivers followed in their wake. “My poor Malcolm. All your years as a careless rake, revealed as an act in one fell blow. That must have been painful.”

      “It was, since you ask, and I’ve no idea if I persuaded him, but since he didn’t run me off the property…”

      She stopped his mouth with a kiss. “Whatever you said, it was perfect. Now…” She took a step backwards. Malcolm reached out to tug her back again, but she caught his hand and opened a side door, revealing the billiard room with its curtains drawn and, most importantly, no one at all inside. “Surely you don’t expect me to properly misbehave out in the hall?”

      Several busy moments later, voice husky with desire, Malcolm murmured the words, “I am going to give you the most expensive wedding.”

      “Heavens. It’s my family who should pay for it, surely? Since we’ve decided to do things properly.” She frowned, making that delightful crinkle between her eyebrows. “Besides, it sounds like that would take much too long to plan.”

      Music to his ears. “Very well.” He interspersed his words with kisses. “A swift wedding.” Her fingers tightened on his topcoat. “Ah. Very swift. Then an extravagantly expensive honeymoon. Then, when we return, we’ll throw the ball to end all balls.” He grinned, thinking of champagne fizzing in flowerpots. “You’ll have to manage that part yourself. I’ll offer my assistance, but I don’t dare to challenge your expertise.”

      “Ah, Your Grace.” She ran a teasing finger up his lapel. “I see you’re wasting no time in putting me to work.”

      “Wasting your talents would be a sin. You were born to be the toast of London. I’m simply setting you in your rightful place.” He gave a rueful grin. “You will soon have to get used to the Your Graces too, and I have a feeling you’ll take to it with maddening ease.”

      “You must try not to be too jealous, Malcolm.” Her eyes sparkled. “You are marrying me to secure the ideal duchess, after all.”

      He let desire flash in his eyes and pressed her against the wall. The sigh she let slip inflamed him. “I am marrying you for a whole host of reasons,” he growled, grazing her ear with his lips. “I will deeply enjoy explaining them to you – at great length – from the moment the Archbishop grants us a special licence.” Reluctantly, he forced himself to let her go. “But for now, we ought to go and let your family know I’ve survived. And perhaps give Streatham a clip round the ear.”

      “And we must tell Percy the happy news, of course. I’m sure he’ll be thrilled.”

      “He’s been begging me to bring you home from the day he pawed your dress in Twynham.” He ran his eyes over her, lingering a little longer in the places he’d grown accustomed to avoiding. The freedom to look at her was as intoxicating as a swallow of brandy. “You look the perfect level of mussed. Shall we?”

      Selina shook her head, fastening her fingers on his collar, and pulling him close to her again. “One minute longer. Just one.” There was such a glow about her that he couldn’t possibly say no. “Just the two of us.”

      He settled his arms back around her. “Soon. Soon it’ll be only you and only me, for as long as we want.”

      She gave him a wicked smile. “In the meantime, let’s practice.”
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Ten Years Later

        

      

    

    
      The spacious hallway of the Duke of Caversham’s London residence was lit by a single candle, burning low. Shadows stretched long and languid at each end of the room, waxing and waning as the candle flickered. A thick eiderdown of silence lay over the grand space, rendering it cosy and peaceful. An onlooker would never have guessed at the noise and bustle that filled the house by day.

      The light of an approaching lamp began as a pinprick in the stained glass of the front door, growing larger and rounder and sprinkling multicoloured shards of light across the floor like scattered jewels. Faint laughter rang out, a daytime sound that the candle answered by strengthening its flame.

      A liveried footman opened the door, and an oddly shaped silhouette blacked out the lamplight for a moment. It ducked, stumbled a little but regained its footing, and emerged into the candlelight as Malcolm Locke, Duke of Caversham, carrying his duchess in his arms.

      Selina pounded Malcolm’s shoulder with a playful fist. “Put me down! I saw the way you and Louis were working through the claret at supper. You’ll drop me!”

      Malcolm was not drunk, in fact. If his head was filled with a pleasant cotton-ball sensation, it was simply due to the lateness of the hour. A lifetime of trial and error had taught him not to compete with Louis when it came to drinking wine. But Selina knew that, of course.

      He feigned a stagger and let her slender body slip through his arms a little. Selina let out a gasp of laughter, then clapped her hand over her mouth. “Don’t! We’ll wake the children.”

      Malcolm nodded towards the top of the stairs. “Too late, I’m afraid, on at least two counts.”

      Selina glanced over her shoulder and gave a rueful smile as Malcolm set her gently on the ground.

      Clinging to the bannister on the first landing was a little girl in a white nightdress, a tangle of dark curls forming a halo around her head. Sitting beside her with his feet on the next step down and his head leaning sleepily against his sister’s knee was the future tenth Duke of Caversham. He rubbed his eyes and yawned.

      Selina glided up the stairs, a swan in her silver ballgown, and picked him up, though he was really getting too old for it. She settled his nodding head against her shoulder and gave her daughter a stern look. “This is no hour to be out of bed, Sophia.”

      “You are out of bed, Mama,” she answered pertly, and put a finger still a little chubby with baby fat into her mouth.

      “That is a very good point,” said Malcolm, reaching them moments behind Selina. He bent down and gently removed the finger. “Or it would be, if you were not nine years old, and we were not fully grown.”

      “It was not Sophia who woke me, Mama,” said the sleepy heir, raising his head from his mother’s shoulder. “It was Percy.”

      Sophia stepped aside, revealing the evidence for this assertion in the form of the slumbering dog, now a little grey around the muzzle.

      Selina caught Malcolm’s eye. He was grinning, and not trying hard enough to hide it. She gave him a resigned shake of her head. “Then Percy is a very bad dog. But we will forgive him if you all go to back to bed now.”

      “I’ll ring for Nurse Betty,” said Malcolm.

      “No, don’t wake her.” Selina shifted her son’s weight to one arm and offered a hand to Sophia. “Come along, now. I’ll tuck you in.”

      Sophia stopped to tickle Percy’s ears until he stirred again, yawned hugely, and pattered along to his customary place at Selina’s ankle. Only then did she accept her mother’s hand, turning her head aside in a futile attempt to hide her own yawn from her parents.

      “Did you see Aunt Anthea?” she asked.

      “Yes, we did.”

      “And Uncle George? And Aunt Edith and Uncle Nat?”

      “Yes, them too.” Selina glanced back at Malcolm. “Do ring for Brady, please. I should get ready for bed myself.”

      Malcolm stuck his hands in his pockets and leaned against the bannister his daughter had just vacated, watching his family – the three of them who were awake, at any rate – make their slow way back towards the nursery. Sophia’s questions chirruped on, interrupted ever more by her yawns.

      “And Uncle Alex and Aunt Daisy? And our friend Lord Louis? And Aunt Isobel and Uncle –”

      “Yes, petal, they were all there too. Now we must be nice and quiet, or we’ll wake the others.”

      They crossed the silver square of starlight flung from a window and rounded the corner out of sight. Malcolm heaved a sigh, something between contentment and wistfulness settling warm and heavy in his chest.

      He trod carefully on his way to his own rooms, avoiding the odd floorboard that creaked, and wending his way in zigzag fashion between one wall and the next. Ah. Perhaps Selina was right about Louis and the claret.

      She was right about most things, after all.

      He pushed open the door to the private sitting room he shared with Selina. The inner door on the left led to the master bedroom, and the right hand one led to Selina’s, which after ten years of marriage still saw only occasional use. It might not be fashionable to share a bed, but it was certainly pleasant.

      The coals were still smouldering hot in the fireplace. Malcolm sat down in his favourite armchair and pulled off his boots one by one, stretching his feet towards the heat.

      There would soon be more light in the room than the orange glow of the fire. In the slice of window visible between the curtains, the sky was fading from starry black to predawn indigo.

      He was still in the chair, caught half between dreams and waking, when Selina returned. She slipped off the light shawl that had covered her shoulders – Malcolm would forever be grateful to the change of fashions that let him admire them in public – and hung it over a chair. “Is Brady still downstairs? It’s not like her to be so slow.”

      “I didn’t ring for her,” Malcolm confessed, getting to his feet. He moved towards Selina, his toes sinking into the thick carpet, and spun her to face him with a hand on her waist. “Not just yet. I want one last dance.”

      She laughed and shook her head, but she placed her hand in position on his shoulder all the same. “We’ve been dancing all night.”

      “And still I need more.” He pulled her closer, inhaled the honey-sweet scent of her. “You were magnificent this evening. It was all I could do to share you.”

      His left hand found her right one, clasping it, raising it up into waltz position. Their bodies were pressed close enough to scandalise any ballroom. In their private chambers, it was still not close enough. But Malcolm could be patient. At least until sunup.

      “And you were a terror,” said Selina, pressing her cheek to his as they began to dance. The movements came easy and natural, but he kept the pace slow. “Trust you to start a debate with Sir Martin! You two will never agree on politics, as I’m sure you’re both aware.”

      “Oh, my friendly opposition is nothing to what he gets in the Commons. Besides, Martin Forrester owes his career to me. I’d say he can give me an explanation of his latest speech in return.”

      “He owes his career to you?” Selina pulled back enough to let him see her eyes flash. “That’s not how I remember it.”

      “Ah, I suppose you’re right. His sort of talent will always end in greatness – even though he lacked proper patronage at the start.”

      “Tease.”

      “Temptress.”

      “Flirt.”

      “Goddess. Angel. Queen.”

      Selina smiled ruefully. “Really, Malcolm. I’m much too old for sweet nothings.”

      He kissed the laughter lines at the corner of her eyes. “Not in my house. Or my heart, as it happens.”

      She pressed her fingers to her lips to hide her smile. “Who’d have thought His Gorgeous Grace had that sort of poetry in him?”

      “What can I say? It must be the claret.”

      She laughed, as rosy and warm as the light now peeping through the curtains, and Malcolm whirled her faster through the waltz until they were both giddy and breathless, and the sun had risen, and at last it was time for bed.
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      When the man who broke Isobel Balfour’s heart returns to England, she vows to make him regret the day he didn’t propose. And what better way to show him what he’s missing than a feigned engagement to her best friend’s charming older brother?

      Sign up to my mailing list to be the first to know when Isobel Balfour’s heartwarming love story comes out!

      

      How did Miss Daisy Morton turn impending ruin into a betrothal to one of London’s most powerful men? Read A Duke She Can’t Refuse to watch a fake engagement become something much sweeter…
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      Lady Celia Hartley has a problem. She must find a husband soon or risk being ruined forever.

      Just as she is beginning to give up hope, William Marsden asks her to dance. Young, handsome, and kind, he seems to be the perfect answer to her prayers.

      But before he can claim her as his own, they must deal with the consequences when the Earl of Scarcliffe discovers the true nature of his sister's situation...
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