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CHAPTER 1


 


The Tower of London, December 1816


The large metal door to her cell scraped open and Kate closed her eyes. She stepped forward, summoned from one cold dank cell into another. She had a visitor. Her first since she’d been taken to the gaol.


She opened her eyes. The harsh winter light filtered through the only window in the antechamber. The yeoman warder wore a blank expression on his face. He and the other guards always gave her the benefit of respect due her title. Whether they liked it or not.


The guard stepped aside, revealing the room’s other occupant. Interesting. Her visitor was a man. She narrowed her eyes on him. Who was he and what did he want with her? He stood with his straight back to her. He was tall, that much she could discern. Tall and cloaked in shadows.


The smell of mold and decay, rife in the Tower, made her stomach clench. The unforgiving winter wind whipped through the stonework, raising gooseflesh across her arms. She shivered and clutched her shawl more tightly around her shoulders.


“Ye ’ave ten minutes an’ not a moment more,” the gaoler announced before wrenching open the door and clanging it shut behind him as he left. The loud scrape and subsequent clank sealed Kate and the stranger in the small room together. She took a step back. A small rickety table rested between them. She was glad for that bit of separation at least. Whoever the man was, his clothing marked him a gentleman. He had better behave like one.


The tall man turned to greet her. He doffed his hat, but she still couldn’t make out his face. He wore a dark gray wool overcoat of considerable expense. A stray beam of sunlight floated through the dirty air, let in by the one small window nestled in the stone wall across from them.


He executed a perfect bow. “Your grace?”


Kate cringed. Oh, how she detested that title. “Bowing to a prisoner?” she asked in a voice containing a bit of irony. “Aren’t you a gentleman?”


He smiled and a set of perfectly white teeth flashed in the darkness. “You’re still a duchess, your grace.”


She pushed the hood from her head and took a tentative step forward. The stranger’s eyes flared for a moment and he sucked in his breath.


Kate’s stomach clenched. No doubt she looked a fright. She hadn’t bathed in days and could only imagine her own smell. Her hair, normally piled properly atop her head, was a mass of tangled red curls around her shoulders. She might be grimy and in trouble, but she wasn’t broken. And she refused to let the stranger see that his reaction affected her. She pushed up her chin and eyed him warily.


He stepped forward then, into the light, and Kate narrowed her eyes on his face, rapidly assessing every detail. She didn’t know him. But whoever he was, the man was handsome. Devastatingly so. Perhaps in his early thirties, he had dark brown cropped hair, a perfectly straight nose, a square jaw. But his eyes were what truly captivated. Hazel in color, nearly green, assessing, knowing, intelligent eyes. They stole her breath. Her gaze moved lower to where the faintest hint of a smile rested upon expertly molded male lips.


“Do you know who I am?” His voice splintered the quiet cold like a hammer hitting ice.


She regarded him with a steady stare. “Are you a barrister? Come for my defense?”


The man furrowed his brow. “You haven’t yet been given access to a barrister?”


She straightened her shoulders. “I’ve been … waiting.”


The stranger’s captivating eyes regarded her calmly. “From what I understand, you’ve been in gaol for weeks. I find it difficult to believe a lady of your station has not yet met with a barrister.”


She lifted her chin. “Be that as it may, I have not.”


“I’m sorry to disappoint you, your grace, but no, I am no barrister.”


“Not a barrister? Then who are you and why have you come to visit me? Please don’t tell me it’s merely to see the spectacle of a duchess accused of murder.”


His gaze remained pinned to her face, his eyes still assessing, wary. “I am here to assist you, your grace.”


“Assist me?” she scoffed, stepping forward to get a closer look at the man. “I rather doubt that. Assist yourself perhaps. Tell me, how much did you bribe the gaoler to let you see the infamous duchess who shot her husband?”


The stranger arched a brow. “Did you? Murder your husband?”


She clenched her jaw. “Did you come here to insult me with your questions? Or do you mean to coax a confession from me?” She squeezed her fists against the fabric of her shawl, twisting it so tightly her fingers ached.


He shook his head. “My apologies, your grace. It was not my intention to offend. I assure you, I’m not a common gossipmonger come to witness your degradation. I intend to assist you. And yes, in return, there is something I want.”


Kate raised both brows. She respected the man’s honesty, but whether she intended to continue this conversation depended entirely upon what exactly the handsome stranger desired. “So, tell me, then. What is it you want?”


He swept another bow. “I’ve come to make you an offer. One that can benefit us both.”


Pulling her shawl over her shoulders more tightly, Kate crossed her arms over her chest. “Forgive me if I am a bit doubtful, sir. I’ve seen enough deception in my twenty-eight years to be highly skeptical of the promises of men.”


His head quirked to the side and he regarded her with an inquisitive look. Her statement had obviously surprised him. “I understand, your grace. And I fully intend to explain. But first, I must ask for your discretion. If we are to help each other, I cannot reveal my identity unless you promise to keep what I am about to tell you entirely secret.”


She pursed her lips and narrowed her eyes on him. “Secret? Are you a spy?”


His brow rose, and tension seemed to radiate through his body. “Would you aid me if I were?”


She pointed toward the door. “Get out,” she said through clenched teeth.


“Pardon?”


Her nails dug so hard into her shawl she was certain she would rip the fabric. “I may be accused of a murder I did not commit, but being called a traitor to my homeland is not an insult I will bear. If you are seeking my aid in that manner, you most certainly have come to the wrong person. I am not, and never will be, that desperate.” She turned toward the door to call for the gaoler.


The stranger quickly held up a hand. “I assure you, your grace. I am no spy.”


Kate snapped her mouth closed and turned back to him, still eyeing him warily. “Then what exactly do you want from me?”


He nodded slowly. “Your promise, first?”


She watched him, assessing him from the top of his handsome head to the tips of his precisely polished—and obviously expensive—top boots. Apparently, this man was willing or desperate enough to trust an accused murderess, too. Interesting. She had absolutely no reason to trust him, however. Every reason not to, actually. But conversing with a good-looking chap about whatever daft idea he had was preferable to counting the cracks in the walls of her cell or writing letters to … no one. “Very well, you have my promise. Now tell me, who are you and why are you here?”


The stranger clicked his heels together and bowed again. “James Bancroft, Viscount Medford, at your service.”


She couldn’t help the tiny gasp that escaped her lips. The man was a peer. Why on earth would a peer pay her a visit? “Why are you here, my lord?”


Brushing back his coat, he pulled papers from an inside pocket and tossed them on the wooden table.


Her eyes still trained on him, Kate stepped forward and picked up the papers. It was a pamphlet. She scanned the first page and shuffled through it quickly, but the pages were blank.


She gestured to the papers with her chin. “What is this?”


His mouth quirked again. Distracting, that. “You might say I have a bit of a hobby on the side. I own a printing press.”


Her gaze snapped to his face and she stepped back, clutching the pamphlet, genuinely surprised. And a little bit intrigued. “A viscount in trade?”


He grinned. “That’s the secret.” His grin faded and he strode forward. Bracing his hands apart, he leaned across the table. “I offer women in scandalous situations a unique opportunity. This, your grace, is a chance to tell your side of the story.”


“What do you mean … exactly?”


His eyes blazed at her. His jaw tightened. “Write a pamphlet for me. It will be a top seller, I assure you.”


She shook her head. “A pamphlet? Telling my story? I don’t understand. What do I stand to gain from it?”


His eyes, dark green now, captured hers. “What do you want?”


Kate spun around, pacing across the small room. A chance to tell her story? A frisson of hope skittered down her spine. Yes. An opportunity to inform the entire city what a hideous husband George had been. To tell the truth. It was tempting. She must handle this carefully, however. There was something else she wanted.


She turned back toward the viscount. “Out of curiosity, if I agree to do it, what exactly will the pamphlet be named, my lord?”


His jaw relaxed and his eyes lost some of their intensity. He stood up again to his full height and regarded her down the length of his nose. “Secrets of a Scandalous Marriage.”




 


CHAPTER 2


 


“Medford, how can you be so flippant about all of this?” Lily Morgan, the Marchioness of Colton, asked, plunking her hands on her hips and tapping her foot on the wide Aubusson rug that adorned the floor of James’s drawing room.


They had just adjourned to the blue salon in James’s town house. A fire crackled in the hearth next to them and the smell of burning logs permeated the cozy room. James signaled to his butler, Locke, to pour the tea. Then he settled in for a visit with two of his very closest friends, Marchioness Lily and her sister Annie, the Countess of Ashbourne.


“Who’s flippant?” he asked, giving them both a grin.


“You are and you know it,” Annie replied, taking a seat and busily setting about plopping an extra lump of sugar into her teacup. She stirred the drink with a tiny silver spoon. “I, for one, think the poor duchess has been sorely mistreated. I’ve heard no evidence to make me believe she’s guilty.”


“I agree.” Lily nodded. Hands still on her hips, she paced the floor, refusing to take a seat. “Besides, I had the misfortune to meet her husband on more than one occasion and the man was a complete scoundrel. He made overtures to me time and time again. Can you imagine?” She turned back to Medford. “But asking her to write a pamphlet is entirely flippant of you.”


“I disagree,” James replied. “I think it will be a welcome opportunity for her. Not to mention I’ve asked her to name her terms.”


“And what did she ask for?” Lily wanted to know.


James shrugged. “Nothing yet. I’m returning to the Tower today to get her answer … and her terms.”


Lily shook her head. “Hmm. Shrouded in mystery Lady Katherine Townsende has been.”


Annie set down her cup. “I read that she was the daughter of a landowner in Kent. Apparently, she caught the Duke of Markingham’s eye when she was eighteen. They married, and she’s been kept tucked away in the countryside all these years.” She cleared her throat. “Ahem, until her husband’s untimely death, that is.”


Lily tapped her cheek with her fingertip. “Yes, well, now she’s a complete scandal. The entire ton is convinced she’s a murderess.”


Medford grinned. “Yes, but she’s a murderess with a story to tell. And that makes all the difference.”


“I didn’t say she was a murderess, I said everyone thinks she’s a murderess. I intend to reserve my judgment until I’ve heard more facts about the case. What did you think of her?” Lily asked, with an arched brow.


James’s mind retraced to his meeting with the duchess the day before. She’d stepped into the room. So slight. A dark cloak with a hood covered her head. Her face had been in shadow, but James hadn’t mistaken her momentary uncertainty, nor her pride. She’d held her shoulders erect, her head high. There had been a bit of anger, too. He sensed it when he’d narrowed his eyes on her delicate form. He didn’t blame her for being angry, his was not a social call after all. She was thin, perhaps too thin. Of medium height, she did not seem capable of murdering a grown man, let alone Markingham. The duke had been tall, and strong. A large man, her husband.


When the duchess had stepped into the shaft of winter sunlight and pushed the hood from her head, James had sucked in his breath. The Duchess of Markingham was absolutely stunning. In his thirty-three years he’d never seen her equal. She had alabaster skin, a straight thin nose, and a riotous mass of golden-red hair that tumbled over her shoulders and down her back. She’d glanced up, her cornflower-blue eyes shooting sparks at him from beneath the velvety blackness of her impossibly long eyelashes. The smudge of dirt on one of her high cheekbones only served to highlight the ethereal beauty of her face.


James had glanced away. He’d heard the duchess was a beauty, but he hadn’t been prepared. She was more than beautiful. She was a goddess come to life.


He glanced back at Lily. “She seemed … like a lady in a great deal of trouble.”


“Is she as beautiful as everyone says?” Annie asked with a sigh, a dreamy smile on her face.


Leave it to Annie to ask such a direct question. James tugged at his cravat. “She is … beautiful. Yes, I might call her that.”


Lily watched him carefully. “But what did you think about her? How did she seem?”


“To be honest.” He tugged at his cuff. “She surprised me. I’d half expected a termagant the likes of which I’d never encountered before. Instead, I wasn’t quite sure what to make of the woman.”


Lily stopped pacing. Her gaze scanned his face. “Why?”


James bit the inside of his cheek, considering the question for a moment. “I suppose it was because she didn’t seem fearful.”


“What do you mean?” Annie asked, leaning closer.


James shrugged and settled back in his seat. “She was poised. Calm. She carried herself like … like a duchess.”


Lily rubbed one finger across her chin. “Is it possible that she wasn’t afraid? She’s soon to be on trial for her life.”


“I cannot imagine.” Annie shuddered. “They say she was there, with her husband’s body, when they found him. He was lying on the floor of his bedchamber, shot with his own pistol in the chest.”


“It’s absolutely ghastly,” Lily agreed. “Not a wonder the rumors have been rampant. And if she didn’t kill him, it certainly doesn’t look good for her defense.”


“Yes, and unfortunately, it stands to reason,” Annie said.


James cocked his head to the side. “Why’s that?”


“Because just days after his murder, Lady Bettina Swinton, a close friend of the duke’s, told everyone that the duchess had recently informed him that she intended to seek a divorce,” Annie replied.


James arched a brow. “Is that so?”


Annie nodded.


“It does look bad for her,” Lily said. “The case has caused riots. I read that crowds had gathered around the coach that brought the duchess from her husband’s estate in the countryside to the Tower. The traveling party was nearly overrun with the rioters. The king’s guard was called in to bring her to the prison unscathed.”


James scooped up the newspaper that rested on the table beside him. “It’s not every day a duchess is accused of murder.”


Annie lifted her teacup to her lips again and shook her head. “I still refuse to rush to judgment. It’s completely unfair that that poor young woman is sitting over there in a freezing gaol while the entire ton speculates about whether she shot her husband. I admit I’ve never met her but it’s entirely possible that she is innocent.”


Lily turned to face James. “We haven’t met her, Annie, but Medford has.”


The two sisters eyed him carefully.


“So, Lord Medford, what do you think?” Annie asked. “Based on your acquaintance with the Duchess of Markingham, is she an evil murderess or an unfortunate innocent?”


James folded the paper in half. “As far as I’m concerned, it doesn’t matter either way. The fact is, the ton is vying for details of the story and what better details could one possibly gather than those that came directly from the lady herself? Scandal is my trade. Regardless of her guilt or innocence, I want the duchess to write for me. Secrets of a Scandalous Marriage will be immensely popular.”


Lily sighed. “Once again, you’re being flippant.”


“On the contrary,” James replied, tossing the paper aside and straightening his already straight cravat. “I am merely attempting to provide the public with what it desperately wants, a pamphlet written by the Duchess of Markingham. There has been nothing like this scandal to set the town on its ear since … ever. People want to read about the details. Sorry to say, but even Secrets of a Wedding Night and Secrets of a Runaway Bride weren’t as popular as this stands to be,” he said, referring to the pamphlets the two sisters had written for him earlier in the year when they’d both been involved in their own adventures.


Lily rolled her eyes at him. “That’s not my point and you know it. Those pamphlets were written anonymously. This will be entirely different. Everyone will know the duchess wrote it, if she agrees to, that is. She’s involved in enough scandal as it is without adding a tell-all pamphlet to the list. Personally, I think she should refuse you.”


“That’s not very loyal of you, my lady,” James pointed out, still grinning.


Annie took another sip of her tea, then bit her lip. “I’m not sure what to think. If the duchess really does have a story to tell, the pamphlet may help her with regard to public opinion. But, if she is guilty…” Annie winced. “I cannot imagine she’d agree to write it, however, if that were the case.”


James stretched his legs in front of him and crossed his feet at the ankles. “Either way, the decision is up to the duchess. She intends to give me her answer today, and I’ve every expectation she’ll say yes.”


“What makes you so certain?” Lily made her way toward the fireplace where she warmed her hands and looked back over her shoulder at James.


He flashed a grin at her. “Why, because I’ve offered her an indecent amount of money.”


Annie leaned forward, her dark eyes sparkling. “How indecent?”


“Sufficiently indecent,” he replied with a wink.


Lily tossed a hand in the air. “What good will money do a woman who’s sentenced to death?”


“Quite right.” Annie nodded, shuddering.


“It shall help pay for her defense for one thing,” James replied. “If she’s wise she’ll hire a Bow Street runner to investigate the case separately from the official investigation. Now, come sit down,” he said to Lily. “Speaking of indecent, I’ve put an indecent amount of cream in your teacup and we all know how much you love cream.”


Annie laughed. “That’s true. She’s like a cat.”


Lily turned away from the fire and hurried over to join them. “The fact that the duchess didn’t already take the offer makes me think she intends to turn it down.”


“Nonsense.” James pushed Lily’s teacup toward her. “She wanted to consider my offer, that’s all. She’d be a fool to refuse it.”


“She’s a duchess. She’s already rich,” Annie pointed out, slyly pulling a teacake from the little porcelain plate in the center of the table.


James arched a brow. “Her husband’s assets have been seized by the courts until the trial is finished. She has no access to his money, and I sincerely doubt her mother-in-law is in much of a generous mood at present.”


“If she’s innocent, Medford, we expect you to help her,” Lily said.


“Help her? What do I have to do with it?”


Lily gave him a small smile. “Don’t forget who you’re speaking to, James. We happen to know you have a soft spot for damsels in distress.” She gave her sister a conspiratorial grin.


James pursed his lips. “There’s no chance of that happening here. I intend to keep my business with her entirely secret … and entirely business.”


“But if you learn she’s not guilty, you’ll help her. I know you will,” Annie added, leaning over and patting his hand.


James shrugged. “I don’t know whether she’s guilty, and to be honest, I don’t much care. All I know is her story will sell pamphlets.”


“And that’s all that matters to you?” Annie asked, a frown on her face. “Selling pamphlets?”


“Of course not,” James replied with a grin. “I intend to sell a great many pamphlets.”


Lily rolled her eyes at him again. “But what if the duchess is innocent?”


“I’m giving her a chance to tell her story, aren’t I? Besides, it’s not as if I pulled the trigger and shot her husband, nor did I accuse her of doing so. This entire situation was already well made before I ever got wind of it.”


“But how can you be so nonchalant when an innocent woman may be sentenced to die?” Annie had left half of her teacake on her plate, a sure sign she was thoroughly distracted.


“You don’t fool me for one moment, James Bancroft,” Lily interjected. “I give you one week of dealing with the duchess before you’re assisting with her defense.”


James shook his head. “Now that is utter nonsense. I draw the line at aiding a murderess.”


“But you don’t know for certain that she is a murderess,” Annie pointed out, brushing crumbs from her skirts.


James stood up and tossed his napkin on the table. “Indeed, I hope the truth will out, for the duchess’s sake. Now, if you’ll excuse me, ladies. I have a prisoner to visit.”




 


CHAPTER 3


 


This time when she was led into the small, cold room in the Tower, the duchess greeted James with something of a curious smile on her face.


“Good morning, your grace.” He bowed over the delicate hand she presented him. No. He hadn’t been imagining it before. She was ethereal.


“My lord,” she replied in an unhurried tone.


James was once again captivated by her startling beauty. No wonder Markingham had married her. The man must have snapped her up the moment he’d laid eyes on her. James didn’t blame him. But, alas, the duke obviously didn’t realize what marriage had in store for him.


“I trust you slept well,” James said, wondering why his stomach was in a knot around this woman. He was never nervous. Ever. It was a singularly unique experience for him. He watched her closely as if her countenance would give a clue as to why his heart beat a bit faster in her presence.


The edges of the duchess’s mouth turned up in the hint of a smile, and James was immediately reminded of how different she was. She was supposed to be all refinement and perfection but instead she had a sort of realness to her that drew him in. Made him want to see what she would do or say next. She was … captivating. That was it. That was what he was responding to.


She tugged on her shawl. “I never sleep well in this place.” She gestured with her chin to the stone walls surrounding them. “It’s freezing and not particularly comfortable, as you might imagine.”


James furrowed his brow. His voice deepened. “Are they treating you ill?”


“No, of course not. They’re treating me with all the respect due my illustrious title.” She nearly spat the last two words.


James motioned for her to sit and he waited until she’d done so before he took a seat across the table from her. “You don’t enjoy being a duchess?”


Her bright blue eyes pinned him. “Enjoy it? What has being a duchess ever brought me? A loveless marriage, a lonely existence, and now a death sentence.” She laughed a humorless laugh.


James ducked his head. For a moment he felt a twinge of regret for her. Regret and a bit of guilt. Here he was, attempting to profit from her situation. If she were innocent. But that was a very large if. For if she had indeed killed her husband, James had no reason to feel sorry for her. After all, it was possible that she was just angry that she’d been caught. Regardless, it did little good to discuss the details with her. She’d have the opportunity to put whatever she wanted into the pamphlet. Once she agreed to write it, that was.


It was time to discuss business.


He cleared his throat. “Have you made your decision, your grace? Will you write for me?”


She watched him, crossing her arms over her chest. “You’re very direct, my lord.” She raised a perfect golden-red brow.


James nudged at his cravat. Was it hot in the room all of a sudden? “I’m not sure there is much else left to say.”


“Locked in the Tower,” she murmured, a faraway look in her eyes. “Not something I ever expected when I was growing up on a farm.” With one fingertip, she traced a pattern on the rough-hewn tabletop. Her voice was tight. “Life is unexpected sometimes, is it not, my lord?”


He nodded. “Indeed.”


Expelling a long breath, she stood and paced to the window, arms folded over her chest. She glanced out. “There.” She motioned with her chin. “There is the lawn upon which Anne Boleyn lost her head.” She turned to face James who looked at her with narrowed eyes. What was she getting at?


“And what was Queen Anne’s crime?” she continued.


“Adultery,” he answered. “Treason.”


Kate’s head snapped around to face him. “Ah yes, treason, or so said her husband, the one with the power, the one who made the laws. She was brought through Traitor’s Gate and put to death, the mother of the future queen, and all for failing to make her husband happy.”


James stood and cleared his throat again. “Anne Boleyn was not accused of murdering King Henry.”


Kate turned on him with flashing eyes. “’Tis true, though not the best way to win my favor, my lord. Tell me again why you think I should agree to your offer. A dead woman needs no money, you know?”


He relaxed his stance a bit. “No, but a woman who is on trial for her life needs the best defense she can afford and the opportunity to tell the public her side of the story, which is priceless. Writing the pamphlet will provide you with that opportunity.”


“Do you think I’m innocent, then?” she challenged him, drumming her fingertips along her opposite elbows.


He met her gaze directly. “That I do not know.”


“Then why provide me with the opportunity to state my case?”


“Every accused person deserves as much, do they not?”


She tossed a hand in the air. “I’ll have my day in court, and the papers will cover every bit of it.”


“True, but the papers will only cover what your barrister will allow you to say in court. The pamphlet can contain whatever you choose.”


She arched another brow at him and scoured him with those arresting eyes. “You’ve thought of everything, haven’t you?”


“You’ll do it?” James pulled a set of folded papers from his inside coat pocket. “I’ve brought the contract.”


“A contract?” She smiled ever so slightly. “My word isn’t good enough? You don’t trust me?”


He tossed the papers on the worn wooden tabletop that stood between them. “I always use a contract.”


She tipped up her chin. “That was a jest, my lord.”


He turned toward the door. “I’ll ask them to bring a quill and—”


“Just a moment,” she said, grabbing up the contract with one hand and perusing it. “I haven’t agreed … yet.”


He turned back to face her. “You plan to refuse?”


“I haven’t said that either.”


He bowed. “I await your decision, your grace. Though you should know that if you agree, you’ll be breaking Society’s rules again and the reaction may not be—”


Her sharp bark of laughter stopped him. “Society’s rules. Bah. What do I care for Society’s rules? Did you know that I’d been planning to ask my husband for a divorce? I’d already accepted my future being ruined by scandal. Besides, I’ve learned a bit about you, my lord. There is a lady here whom I’ve befriended. She knows you. She tells me you are a rule follower yourself, Lord Medford, despite your illicit printing press.”


He kept his face blank. “Ah, so my reputation precedes me.”


“I followed the rules my entire life, too,” she continued, “and look where it got me. In a loveless marriage with a death sentence hanging over my head.”


James glanced away, but for some reason her saying her marriage had been loveless made him feel sad for her although inexplicably pleased for himself. Why was that? It made no sense.


He shook his head. Regardless, he had to ensure she knew what she was getting into. He’d be no sort of gentleman if he did not explain it to her in detail. “Be that as it may, the pamphlet will have a very wide distribution, and there’s every reason to expect—”


She regarded the papers again. “As I said, I’m done following rules, my lord.”


She spent the next few moments reading before she tossed the papers to the tabletop and met his gaze. “I’ll agree, upon two conditions.”


He watched her face closely, trying to ignore her stunning beauty. This was business. Only business. “Two? What are they?”


“First, I want you to employ for me the best barrister money can buy.”


He nodded. “I was expecting such a request. You’ll have the very best. What is your second condition?”


She straightened her shoulders and faced him head-on. “I may not have long to live, my lord. I know that much. I’m not a fool. I have a matter of months at the most. I’ve spent the last ten years practically a prisoner at my husband’s estate in the country, and now I’m sentenced to death.” She smoothed her hands down her dark skirts. “I may not have much recourse against the charges that have been brought against me, but I can and will choose how I spend my remaining days.”


“I see, and how do you wish to spend them?” he asked, reminding himself he shouldn’t care what her answer was.


She moved back over to the window and glanced outside. “I want to do the things that make me happy. Enjoy myself a bit.” She turned her head to face him. “I want to live.”


James furrowed his brow. Live? “I’m not sure I understand.”


She whirled around and made her way back to the table where she planted her palms firmly on the top and leaned toward him. “The law allows for me to reside under house arrest as long as I am under the supervision of a peer.”


James’s gaze shot to her face.


She squared her shoulders. “I want you to get me out of here.”




 


CHAPTER 4


 


After Viscount Medford left, Kate collapsed into the wooden chair that sat next to the small table in the room they’d provided as her cell. She let her head drop into her hands and took a deep breath. She was shaking, trembling. Good heavens, how had she ever summoned the nerve to ask Lord Medford to get her out of prison? Yes, he wanted something from her in return, but still, she was taking a gamble. A risky one. If the viscount left and didn’t return, she might have just missed her one chance at telling her side of the story to the masses. Had she been a fool to ask for so much?


She’d learned what she could about the viscount in the small amount of time she’d had since he first came to visit. There was another lady imprisoned at the Tower, a woman who was to stand trial at the House of Lords for treason. She was accused of being a spy, a supporter of the French. Lady Mary’s trial had been delayed again and again. She’d been in the Tower since before Waterloo. Kate knew only too well how an innocent could be locked away. Lady Mary was the only friend Kate had in the gaol.


The prisoners were allowed to take walks along the grounds in the afternoon, and this afternoon, Kate had asked Lady Mary what she knew about a certain viscount.


“They call him Lord Perfect,” Mary had said, a sly grin lighting her ice-blue eyes. “The Lord of All Rule Following. The Viscount of Flawlessness. And quite a handsome chap, too, if you ask me.” She ended the last part on a wink.


Kate had hid her smile. A rule follower? She’d keep her promise to Lord Medford. She would not tell Mary about the viscount’s printing press. Obviously, the man enjoyed his pristine image and went to great lengths to protect it. But there had to be a bit of a rule breaker in him if he secretly published scandalous pamphlets. And that is what intrigued Kate the most. She bit her lip.


But if it were true, if he were a rule follower, she may have pushed him too far with her request for sanctuary. She wrapped her shawl more tightly around her shoulders. But the damage was done now. She’d just have to wait for his answer.


Thankfully, Lord Medford had said he would consider her request and left shortly after, giving Kate a much-needed opportunity to sit. Her legs had turned to water, and her stomach roiled as if she might retch.


Good God. When had her life turned into this? A nightmare. Was it only ten years ago that she was playing with the animals on her parents’ farm? And now both her mother and father were dead, and she was a miserable twenty-eight-year-old duchess, about to stand trial for her life.


She rested her head against the wall behind her. Lord Medford had looked surprised when she’d asked him to free her. Even more surprised when she’d indicated the reason why. But Kate had had little else to do in the last several weeks but think, and in that time, she’d come to understand what she truly wanted from the last days of her existence on this earth.


She was going to fight the charges. Fight them with every bit of strength she possessed. But in the meantime, she intended to live. To truly live. Of course, even if Medford harbored her, she wouldn’t be allowed out in Society, not that she’d ever relished it, but she wanted to eat good food, and sleep on fine sheets, to pet a puppy, and to … dance. Yes. She wanted to dance and dance and dance. She’d gone from her parents’ property to her husband’s and a life greatly unlike what she’d envisioned for herself. Now that she had very little life left, she refused to allow an unfair legal system to take away her last bit of remaining joy. Her husband had never loved her. And she had never loved him. Not really. Oh, she’d thought she had loved him when she’d been the naïve girl who’d married him. But it was obvious nearly from the beginning of their marriage that they did not suit. They quarreled nearly constantly and George always wanted to be out with friends and enjoying sports. He never chose to be at home with Kate, spending time together as a couple. In fact, she’d discovered barely a week into their marriage that he still had a mistress whom he had no intention of relinquishing.


Kate had lived a life of loneliness and unhappiness, punctuated by infrequent visits from her husband, and very little to do with her time. She’d been useless. Useless and powerless. And she intended to make up for it now. James Bancroft wanted a pamphlet from her? Well, she would use what little power she still possessed—her story—to get exactly what she wanted.


A loud knock sounded at the door to her cell. “Your grace, are you in need of anything?” the guard asked in a muffled voice that carried through the heavy oak.


Kate momentarily lifted her aching head. “No, I’m fine,” she called back.


She couldn’t help but smile at the question. Lord Medford had asked if they were treating her well. Her answer had been the truth. The guards at the Tower had all treated her with nothing but deference and respect. A wry smile touched her lips. If the people who held her captive believed she was a killer, they didn’t indicate it by either word or deed. But they all had to think it. What else were they to believe?


She may not ever have been loved by her husband, but she would never have killed him. And she regretted that he was dead. She was sad even. Sad for all the years they’d made each other unhappy and sad for the memory of the man she’d thought she’d once loved. Yes, it was true that when she’d discovered that George refused to even discuss a divorce, she’d been devastated. Devastated and then furious. She’d written to him, pleading her case, informing him that a divorce was obviously the best decision for both of them. It was true that a divorce was difficult to obtain and they would be forced to invent a suitable reason, but George had to agree that they were not happy together. In fact, if he didn’t get a divorce, he’d never have a legitimate heir. They both knew that.


The next thing she knew he’d stormed into the country estate, railing at her for even suggesting it. His mother would be disgraced. The Markingham name would be dirtied. Then he informed her that he intended to have her move to his property near the Scottish border. He was banishing her. She’d thought it was the last of the ignominies he’d heaped upon her throughout their marriage, including parading his string of mistresses to stay under the same roof as Kate. But now she supposed the final act of betrayal was seeing to it that she lost her life along with his. Ah yes, things were truly ironic sometimes.


And somewhere out there a murderer was still at large. At first, she’d briefly worried that whoever had killed George might come for her. But as the days passed and the investigators seemed intent upon blaming her for her husband’s death, she realized that whoever had killed George fully intended to allow her to be sentenced to death for it. No. The murderer wouldn’t harm her. She was his scapegoat.


She stood up, hugging herself, rubbing her arms briskly for warmth, and walked to the window. The cold seeped through the stone walls. The wind whistled through the ancient windows. She sighed and traced a fingertip along the freezing-cold pane. The lawn where Anne Boleyn had been put to death was brown and withered, a bit of lackluster snow lay in a dirty heap. The sky was gray and dark. Was it this dark and gray the day the former queen had died? And would the sky remain gray on the day she was put to death herself? Kate shivered. Yes, she and Anne were kindred spirits now. The guards had brought her books, and Kate had spent the last several weeks reading everything she could about the Protestant queen. They were alike. Falsely blamed. Betrayed by the men they’d sworn to love forever. And now here Kate was imprisoned in the same gaol where Anne had once been kept.


Kate made her way into the tiny adjoining chamber and retrieved the wool blanket that lay sprawled on the small bed in the corner. She wrapped the fabric tightly around her shoulders. It was so cold. December. Almost Christmastide. Where would she spend the holiday? If Viscount Medford didn’t accept her offer, she might spend it here, alone, in this sad place. If the viscount did agree to harbor her, she’d be in the home of a stranger. Either prospect was disheartening, but at least she’d be alive. This Christmas. She shuddered. Almost certainly her last such holiday on this earth.


She shook off the unwelcome thoughts and turned her attention to the viscount. She didn’t relish having to trust another man with her freedom or her secrets. And the money he’d offered meant little to her. But his other offer, the one to widely publish the pamphlet, to allow her to tell her side of the story, was tempting, even if it would redouble Society’s censure. Even if no one believed her, if the pamphlet were printed, her story would be there, published for all eternity, and that would count for something.


She squeezed her eyes shut. Would Lord Medford accept her offer? According to Lady Mary, he was known as a gentleman of honor and integrity, but he also seemed intent upon his trade. Despite his fine clothing, at first she’d had to wonder if he was poor. Why else would a peer engage in trade? But Lady Mary had quickly disabused her of that notion. “They say his fortune rivals the king’s,” she’d said. And it must be true. Obviously the viscount was rich, or he couldn’t have offered Kate a sum of money that had nearly made her choke. Either that or he was extremely confident that her pamphlet would sell very well.


The viscount was an eccentric, she’d decided. For some reason, printing scandals amused him, and he’d set his sights on the most scandalous of them all. Even sequestered in the country, Kate had managed to read his other famous works, Secrets of a Wedding Night and Secrets of a Runaway Bride. Though she hadn’t known they were his at the time. They’d amused her, made her laugh. But the story he was asking her for, there was nothing amusing about it. It seemed the viscount had turned his sights to a much more serious topic. Secrets of a Scandalous Marriage, he’d said. She hated that title. But she supposed it would help to sell the thing, and that’s why she wouldn’t object. The more copies that made it into circulation, the better, regardless of the salacious label.


Lord Medford had explained it all to her in intricate detail. His plan to publish and sell the pamphlet. His strategy to ensure it received the most notice and the widest distribution. He was obviously a skilled tradesman. He’d leaned over the table, smelling like a mixture of leather and soap, and looking like a statue of some Greek god come to life. Eccentric Lord Medford might be, but the man was also ridiculously handsome. Lady Mary was quite right about that. It surprised Kate, to be sure, to find herself attracted to the man. Any man, actually. She’d thought that part of her had died along with her freedom. Her own husband, who hadn’t touched her in years, might be dead, but she was still a woman who could recognize and appreciate a handsome man when she saw one. James Bancroft, with his long, lean build, sharp hazel eyes, and short, cropped dark hair was quite handsome indeed.


She curled up into a ball on her mattress, still hugging the shawl around her shoulders. Yes, she would write the pamphlet for Lord Medford, as long as he agreed to her bargain. She wanted to be freed from the Tower of London, as soon as possible. There was a degree of risk involved for the viscount, of course. After the riot that had taken place upon her arrest, the Tower was probably the safest place for her. Anyone found harboring her would certainly be placing himself in danger. But Kate refused to spend her last days in a prison. She wanted to live in a house and pretend to be as normal as possible. The truth was, she’d prefer to spend the days on her father’s farm. What she wouldn’t give to go back to a simple life for one month, one week, one day. Pretend she’d never met the Duke of Markingham, never agreed to be his wife. Oh, what she wouldn’t give for another chance at her past.


Kate closed her eyes. Viscount Medford had told her he’d be back today to give her his answer. What was her story really worth to him? Would he be able to convince the lord chancellor to allow her to stay under his protection? Would Lord Medford take the risk?




 


CHAPTER 5


 


“How exactly do you plan to carry this one off, Lord Perfect?”


Devon Morgan’s voice snapped James from his thoughts. He was sitting in a wide leather chair at his club and the Marquis of Colton had just arrived.


“Yes, I for one cannot wait to hear this.” There was also no mistaking the voice of Jordan Holloway, the Earl of Ashbourne.


James glanced up at the pair. The two men were the husbands of Lily and Annie, and as such, James had developed something of an unspoken truce with them for the sake of his friends. In fact, Colton and Ashbourne were two of the only peers who knew for certain that James owned a printing press. Otherwise, he kept that fact a secret. He’d had to tell Kate, of course. He could only hope she didn’t disclose it as she’d promised.


He eyed the two other men again. Regardless of their more recent common bonds, the truth remained that the three had been classmates at Eton and Cambridge and they had long been rivals. Prior to their marriages, Colton and Ashbourne were known for their rakishness and serious drinking bouts while Medford had earned the nickname Lord Perfect for his love of order, his stellar reputation, his history of excellent marks, and his inherent tendency to always do the right thing. Today, James needed their assistance. So he’d summoned the marquis and the earl to Brooks’s for an afternoon drink. The perfect invitation with which to lure those two particular chaps from their warm studies on such a blustery day.


“It’s simple,” James replied, offering them both a seat. “I intend to speak with the lord chancellor.”


Colton and Ashbourne took their seats next to him in the large leather chairs near the windows. A fire crackled in the hearth across from them, and the smell of fine cheroots being smoked by a pair of gentlemen on the other side of the room filled the air. The club was nearly deserted this afternoon. It seemed many of London’s finest had decided not to brave the elements in search of their usual afternoon amusements.
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