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For Mom and Ashley. Thank you for believing in me, even when I didn’t. Your support means the world to me. 

And for my honeypie. Thank you for sharing this dream with me. Every day is better with you in it. 
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Chapter One
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Keswick Manor, Kent ~ April 1821


Miss Sophie Everett was  many things, but patient was not one of them. From her seat on the blue chintz sofa in the Marchioness of Keswick’s drawing room, she sneaked another glance at the door and stifled a frown. Still no sign of him.
Where is he?
It was the first night of Lady Keswick’s country house party and the guests had gathered in the drawing room after dinner for an evening of cards and conversation, but their hostess’ son, Griffin, the Marquess of Keswick, had missed dinner, and was still nowhere to be seen. 
He should have arrived ages ago, she thought, flicking another grumpy glance at the door. They had only six days here at Keswick House before they would all return to London for the Season, and every minute the marquess wasn’t here was a minute lost. 
Sophie let out a soft sigh. She might be a complete novice at this matchmaking business, but even she knew one could not successfully make a match if one of the parties in the intended pairing was absent. It was most inconsiderate of Griffin, arriving late like this. 
“Sophie, are you listening to me?”
She looked up with a start, straight into the narrowed blue gaze of her cousin, Lady Olivia Blakely, who was seated beside her.
Their friend, Lady Emmaline Keswick, peered at her from Olivia’s other side, her gray eyes alight with amusement. “I would say she was definitely not listening to you, Livvy.”
“Yes, I gathered as much,” Olivia said, a frown curving her lips.
Sophie grimaced. “Apologies. I was woolgathering.”
“No, you were watching the door,” Emmy said, with characteristic bluntness. “You’ve been watching the door all evening.”
“I have not,” she denied, but she could feel her cheeks growing warm. 
And here she thought she’d been hiding it so well.
“Yes, you have,” Olivia said firmly. “Come now, admit it. You’ve been watching for Lord Dearborn, haven’t you?”
Lord Dearborn. Sophie’s stomach dipped at the mention of his name, and she rubbed absent-mindedly at the scar on her palm, the flaw a permanent, perpetual reminder of him and her youthful mistakes.
She hadn’t seen James in nearly eight years, not since she was a girl of fourteen, and when she learned last month that Emmy’s brother, the marquess, was bringing him to Keswick House for the house party…
Well. The news had not pleased her.
“I was not watching for Lord Dearborn,” she said. “I was merely…glancing about the room.”
It wasn’t a complete lie, but neither was it entirely truthful, and she did so hate to keep secrets from her two dearest friends. But she couldn’t very well admit that she’d actually been watching the door for Emmy’s brother. They would wish to know why, and she had no intention of telling either of them what she had planned for the marquess this week. Especially not her cousin. 
“You needn’t pretend with us,” Olivia said, gazing at Sophie with kindly eyes. “It is perfectly natural that you should be nervous to see him again.”
“I certainly would be if I had behaved the way you did,” Emmy said. 
Olivia shot her frown. “That is hardly helpful.”
But Emmy only shrugged her shoulders, jostling her dark curls.
“I’m not nervous,” Sophie said, even as she folded her hands in her lap to keep from fidgeting. “After all, it was such a long time ago, wasn’t it? I am certain he forgot all about it ages ago.”
The words came out with more confidence than she felt, as if by saying them aloud she could will them into being. 
“Forgot all about it?” Emmy’s brows dipped over dubious eyes. “You composed a sonnet for him, Sophie. A sonnet. I should think that would be rather difficult to forget.”
Oh, God. The sonnet. Her cheeks heated at the thought of that ridiculous poem. She’d composed it in his honor, laboring over it for weeks before cornering him in the billiards room and forcing him to listen as she recited the piece in its entirety. 
All twelve pages of it.
Sweet, merciful heavens, she’d likened his eyes to glistening dew on the bark of an ancient yew. Of course, he hadn’t forgotten the sonnet.
Covering her face with her hands, she groaned. “How am I going to face him after that? What will I say to him?” Her head came up as an even uglier thought occurred to her. “Oh, God. What if he believes I’m still smitten with him?”
“He doesn’t,” Emmy said firmly. “Only an idiot would believe that, and James is not an idiot.”
Sophie nodded, though she was far from reassured. In her experience, arrogance often outweighed sense where men were concerned, but she had no desire to insult a man Emmy loved like a brother, so she kept her opinion to herself.
“But Sophie...” Olivia leaned forward on her elbows, her blue eyes bright. “Would it really be so terrible if he did believe that?”
Sophie threw her a look that suggested she was dicked in the nob. “Of course, it would!”
“But if your feelings for him were to be renewed—”
“They won’t be.”
“But if they were,” Olivia insisted, holding her hands up, “this would be the perfect opportunity to pursue him, wouldn’t it? A week in the country, trapped together in the same house…” She sighed dreamily. “He could fall in love with you. You could be betrothed by the end of the week!”
Sophie let out a sigh of her own, though it was anything but dreamy. Her cousin was a romantic, unapologetically so, and it was a character trait she usually found endearing.
This, however, was not one of those times.
“The Earl of Dearborn is not going to fall in love with me,” she said, careful to keep her voice low. The drawing room might be loud and lively, but there was no sense in taking the chance she might be overheard. 
“Why not?” Olivia demanded. “You’re a wonderful person, and he would be exceedingly lucky to have you.”
Sophie pursed her lips. Why not? Because he was a rich and powerful earl, and rich, powerful earls did not marry plain, bookish nobodies like her. 
But Olivia would be outraged if she said such a thing, so she ignored the question instead. “When we meet again,” she said, “I will greet him politely as I would any other former acquaintance, and then I will ignore him for the rest of the week and hope he pays me the same courtesy.”
Olivia blew out a frustrated breath, rustling the blonde ringlets framing her face. “I do not understand you. You’re meant to be looking for a husband, but the only gentleman who has ever caught your eye was Lord Dearborn. I should think you would be at least a little intrigued to meet him again.”
“She has a point, Sophie,” Emmy said, her eyes full of mischief. “Perhaps you should consider pursuing him. You could even write him another sonnet. I’m certain he would love that.”
Sophie shot her a glare to illustrate how unamusing she found the remark, but Emmy only grinned.
“And,” Olivia went on, undeterred, “since Dearborn’s wife died nearly two years ago and left him without an heir, he will undoubtedly wish to marry again. Only think how pleased Aunt Augusta would be if you managed to catch yourself an earl, especially one with ties to the Keswick family.”
Sophie glanced across the room and found their great-aunt, Lady Augusta Crenshaw, sitting with Emmy’s mother on a chaise longue by the windows, the two long-time friends chatting and laughing over their glasses of sherry.
There was a considerable disparity in age between them—Aunt Augusta was nearing sixty with Lady Keswick nearly fifteen years younger—but they were as close as sisters, having met several years ago when Lady Keswick married Emmy’s father. The ladies’ husbands, both deceased now, were distant cousins, though Lord Crenshaw was apparently more like a favorite uncle to Lord Keswick than anything else. 
Sadly, Sophie had never met either gentleman. Both had died by the time she had gone to live with Olivia and her aunt, but she’d heard many stories about them over the years and she wished she had known them. 
Heaving a resigned sigh, she turned to Olivia and muttered, “At this point, I think Aunt Augusta would be pleased if I married anyone, earl or not.” 
Her cousin nodded. “True.” 
“My mother likely feels the same way about me,” Emmy said wryly. “Hence, the fresh order of dandies she had brought in from London.” 
Sophie smiled as her gaze slid to the group of gentlemen gathered around the pianoforte. They were all young, single, and dressed in the latest fashions with brightly-colored waistcoats and voluminous cravats, the more intricately folded the better. It was a bit like having a rainbow with them in the drawing room. 
“They’re not so bad, are they?” Olivia asked, ever the optimist.
“They’re awful, the lot of them,” Emmy grumbled. “Not a hint of mystery, not a single secret to uncover, and I haven’t heard even one interesting opinion between them, though they will insist on sharing their every thought anyway.” She clucked her tongue. “Honestly, it’s a wonder women are still marrying men at all.” 
Sophie laughed and shook her head. At three and twenty, Emmy was fast approaching spinsterhood, but the prospect didn’t seem to concern her much. She’d never shown the slightest bit of interest in marriage—or men, for that matter—and seemed perfectly content to go on as she was now, enjoying the social whirl of the Season every year, collecting friends and gossip in equal measures wherever she went.
Lady Keswick, on the other hand, was very concerned over her daughter’s unmarried state, and continued to push gentlemen in Emmy’s path in the hopes one would finally take.
“Well, at least neither of you is being forced to choose a husband by the end of the Season,” Olivia said, her mouth grim. “My father doesn’t much care who I marry, so long as he’s rich and titled.”
Sophie’s smile withered at the mention of her uncle, anger burning the tips of her ears. Olivia’s father, the Viscount Blakely, had issued his daughter an ultimatum—in a letter, no less—that she was to find a husband by the end of this Season or he would choose one for her. 
“I’m sure that isn’t true, Livvy,” Emmy said softly, squeezing Olivia’s shoulder. “Your father wants you to be happy.”
“Of course, he does,” Sophie said, though she wasn’t entirely certain the words were true.
Lord Blakely had remarried last year, and he and his new bride were trying for the requisite heir and spare, which meant he would need to economize. His letter had said this Season would be the last he would fund for his daughter or his niece.  
Personally, Sophie wasn’t much bothered by the news—she’d rather read a book than attend a ball—but she was absolutely furious with her uncle for making such a demand of Olivia.  
“I wish I could believe that,” Olivia said, plucking at her skirts. “But I honestly don’t know that he cares what happens to me either way.”
“He cares,” Sophie said. “I know he does.”
Emmy nodded. “Of course, he cares. He’s your father.” 
If only that was enough to make it so. Unfortunately, not every father was a loving one. Both Sophie and Emmy had lost their own fathers when they were children, but at least they had the comfort of knowing they were loved by them while they lived. Olivia was not so lucky.
Sophie’s jaw worked as a fresh wave of anger shot through her. Oh, how she longed to write her uncle a letter and rail against him for hurting Olivia like this! She wanted to give him a piece of her mind, even as a part of her felt like an ungrateful wretch for even thinking of doing such a thing. 
He was her uncle—her mother’s older brother—and he’d been her guardian these past twelve years, ever since the yellow fever took her parents’ lives when she was a girl of nine. He’d provided for her, ensured she was fed and cared for, and she was grateful for it—of course, she was. 
But what he was doing to Olivia was wrong. She deserved better than a rushed betrothal. She deserved a love match, and Sophie was determined to do everything she could to see it happen.
If only a certain marquess would cooperate.
She glanced at the door again, biting back a scowl. Griffin still hadn’t arrived. Where in heaven’s name was that dratted man?
Suddenly desperate for something to do, something that would provide a distraction from all this infernal waiting, Sophie surged to her feet. 
“It’s chilly in here,” she said, rubbing her hands over her arms for emphasis. “I’m going to collect my shawl from our bedchamber. I shall return shortly.”
Olivia’s eyes narrowed. “Don’t you dare dally.”
“I won’t,” Sophie promised. “I wouldn’t do that to you.”
“You would, and you have,” Olivia shot back. “But I will not allow you to hide away this week, leaving me to bear the brunt of Aunt Augusta’s matchmaking. I will give you ten minutes to collect your shawl, and then I will come looking for you.”
Sophie nearly rolled her eyes at her cousin’s high-handedness, but instead gave her an innocent smile before turning and quitting the room. 
Truth be told, she would hide away with her books if she thought she could get away with it, but Aunt Augusta would never allow it and Olivia would never forgive her for trying.
Rounding a corner, she made her way down a corridor before turning onto another, and as she passed the door to the Keswick family library, a murmur of voices reached her ears. Male voices, coming from the next room. The marquess’ study.
One of the voices she recognized instantly as belonging to Emmy’s brother, which meant the other voice, faintly familiar but subtly different and undeniably deeper, could only belong to James. Her pulse stuttered. It was truly happening, wasn’t it? James was here, in this house, and she would have to face him again tonight.
Life could be astoundingly unfair at times.  
Nibbling at her bottom lip, she pushed the worry away and made to walk past the door to carry on with her errand, but then Olivia’s name caught her ear. Her steps stalled, curiosity rooting her feet to the floor, and though she knew she shouldn’t, she leaned in to listen through the crack in the door. 
“...I’ve known Lady Olivia since she was a little girl,” James was saying. “And I like her family well enough.” 
“The same could be said for her cousin,” Griffin replied. “And Sophie was in love with you once. Smitten women are far easier to woo, you know.”
“Yet another point in Olivia’s favor,” James said dryly. “The last thing I want is a lovesick wife.”
Sophie’s lips parted on a silent gasp. Surely, they didn’t believe she was still smitten with him? It was her nightmare come to life. Mortified, her cheeks flooded with heat, and she barely restrained the urge to storm into the study and set them both straight right then and there.
“Well, far be it from me to doubt your powers of persuasion,” Griff said. “But I should warn you: winning her hand won’t be easy.”
Sophie’s brows snapped together. Winning her hand? James wanted to win Olivia’s hand? Her heart kicked up, thudding painfully in her chest.
“She’s turned down several proposals already,” Griffin went on. “And left a string of broken hearts behind her.”
Sophie shot a frown at the door. The way he described Olivia, as if she were some sort of coquette! Her cousin was a bit of a flirt, yes, but she was no tease, and he should know better than to imply such a thing.
“I appreciate your concern,” James said, chuckling. “But I assure you, my heart is safe. I have no intention of making an ass of myself over the girl.”
“Spoken like a true romantic.” Griff’s voice was dry as a bone.
“I’ll leave romance to the poets. All I want is a wife who will be content to bear my children and spend my money.”
Sophie’s mouth fell open, even as her hands fisted at her sides. And this was what he thought to offer Olivia?
“Well, I can see there is no changing your mind,” Griff said. “Come on, then. Let’s join the others before my mother comes looking for us.”
Sophie took a hasty step backward then dashed down the corridor and around a corner, pausing to lean against the wall, her mind a tangle of thoughts. 
The two gentlemen moved into the corridor, their voices fading as they headed off in the opposite direction, and as she listened to them leave, her head fell back against the wall and she drew in a deep breath, stunned by what she’d just heard.
James wanted to marry Olivia.
A groan escaped her lips. Oh, God. James wanted to marry Olivia.
The words echoed through her mind, but still she couldn’t quite believe them, couldn’t quite accept that he would wish to marry a woman he hadn’t seen in eight years and, worse, that he thought to offer her so little.
All I want is a wife who will be content to bear my children and spend my money.
Her cheeks burned with indignation. How could he say such a thing? The James she knew would never be so callous, so cold. Other men might, but not James. James was kind and gentle and—
And you no longer know him.
She shook her head. Of course, she didn’t know him. Of course, he’d changed. So much had happened over the years—the death of his father and then his wife—and no one could suffer such loss and come away from it unscathed. 
By all accounts, his first marriage had been a love match. He was clearly still mourning the loss of his beloved wife. Perhaps he knew he would never love another the way he’d loved Lady Cassandra, or perhaps he simply didn’t want to, for fear he would suffer through the same torment of loss all over again.
She pitied him, but she couldn’t allow him to think he could offer such a marriage to Olivia, no matter his reasons. Her cousin deserved more. She deserved a husband who would cherish her. Sophie sincerely hoped James would come to the same realization when he met Olivia again tonight. She hoped he would abandon his intention to pursue her altogether. It would certainly make things easier if he did. 
She did not relish the prospect of spending the week fending off his attempts at courting her cousin, but she would do it if she had to. She’d done it before, and she would do it again.
Hopefully, it wouldn’t come to that. 




Chapter Two

[image: image-placeholder]

James Halloran, the 6th  Earl of Dearborn, battled a grimace as another discordant note from the pianoforte assaulted his ears.
The noise from the drawing room could be heard all the way down the corridor, and as he followed Griffin through the doors into the cacophony of conversation and music, he wondered, not for the first time, if he’d made a mistake in coming. 
He’d never much cared for country house parties. The shared meals, the dull conversations, the activities—God, the activities. It was all so tedious, and if he wasn’t in need of a wife, he probably wouldn’t have accepted the marchioness’s invitation. 
Alas, he had accepted it, and he did need a wife, so all he could do now was make the best of the situation. 
Stretching his lips into a sociable smile, he stepped further into the drawing room and drew up alongside Griffin, his gaze falling on Lady Keswick as she approached.
“James! You’re here at last.” The marchioness, a handsome woman with dark hair and pale blue eyes, took his hands in hers and gave them a squeeze. “How good it is to see you again.”
“And you, my lady.” His smile turned rueful. “Please accept my apology for missing dinner.”
“Oh, tosh! We both know Griffin was the reason for your late arrival.” Her tone was admonishing, but the look she gave her son was full of affection. She was well-accustomed to Griff’s tardiness.  
“Forgive me, Mother. You know I do try.” Griff leaned down and bussed her cheek. 
“I know, dear,” she said, patting his arm. “All that matters is that you are here now, and you’ve brought James with you.” Her eyes misted. “I’m so glad you’ve come, James.” 
“So am I,” he said with all sincerity. He was glad he’d come, at least for the chance to see her.
“Well, now,” she said, sniffling, “do make yourself comfortable, James. I must continue to circulate, but we’ll talk more later, yes?”
He nodded. “Of course. I look forward to it.”
James watched as she walked away, combating the familiar swirl of guilt and gratitude. Affection and regret. 
He was a boy of ten when he’d joined Griff at Keswick House that first summer holiday at Eton, and he’d marveled at the love and attention Lady Keswick had shown her children, and the way she’d welcomed him, a perfect stranger, into their lives.
For the first time, he’d felt as if he belonged somewhere.
And then he’d repaid her kindness by ignoring her these last six years.
He was only one-and-twenty when his father unexpectedly died, still young and selfish, not yet ready to take on the responsibilities of an earldom. He’d left England just days after his father cocked up his toes and spent the next three years doing as he pleased, roaming around like a wild dog until he’d tired of it and returned home.
And then, of course, he’d met Cassandra, and everything went to shite again.
Just last year he’d sent Lady Keswick a letter, apologizing for his behavior, explaining his actions as best he could, and she’d forgiven him without a hint of rancor, even going so far as to invite him to spend Christmas with the family at Keswick House. She was the kindest woman he’d ever known, and he’d vowed never to hurt her again.
“My kingdom for a bottle of whiskey,” Griff muttered under his breath.
James chuckled. “Bad form, getting foxed at your own mother’s house party.”
“If I thought drink could drown that out”—Griffin jutted his chin toward the pianoforte—“I might be willing to risk it.”
James glanced at the unhappy chit currently slaughtering Beethoven—or was it Haydn?—and chuckled again. “She’s hawking her wares,” he said. “Trying to snare herself a marquess.”
Griff snorted. “Her efforts are wasted on me.”
“You have to marry eventually.”
Griff slanted him a look. “One meddlesome mother is enough for me, thank you. I’ll take a wife when I’m ready for one. A girl of my own choosing, not one my mother has picked out for me. And certainly not some silly chit with more bosoms than brains.”
James notched a brow. “Since when do you care about brains?”
Griffin huffed out a laugh. “My point is, marriage is permanent. The last thing I want to do is rush into it only to realize, too late, that I’ve made a mistake.”
“Like I did, you mean.”
Griff grimaced. “Apologies. That was thoughtless of me.”
But not untrue, James thought ruefully. He had rushed into marriage and, worse, he’d married Cassandra for all the wrong reasons, reasons his father had used his last moments on earth to warn him against. 
Save your love for your mistresses, my boy. It has no place in a marriage. 
Regrettably, he’d ignored the old man’s advice and married Cassandra without a moment’s hesitation, and now she was dead, and he with nothing to show for it but a guilty conscience. 
Damn it all, he would not make the same mistake twice. He needed a wife, one with beauty and intelligence, who would give him an heir and the requisite spare. If he could find such a woman, he would gladly grant her the freedom to spend her days however she liked, so long as it was respectable and posed no inconvenience to him. 
He would, in turn, provide handsomely for her. It was an offer most would be more than happy to accept. 
All he had to do now was find the right woman, only this time he would make his choice with different requirements in mind and love bloody-well wouldn’t be one of them.
“Which one is Lady Olivia?” he asked in a low voice, his gaze scanning the room.
“The blonde in the blue dress.” Griff used his chin to point her out. 
He found her sitting on a sofa near the fireplace, talking to the elderly woman seated beside her.
He threw Griffin a disbelieving look. “‘Passably pretty’?” 
Griff merely shrugged.
Shaking his head, James turned his gaze on Lady Olivia again. The girl was a beauty, plain and simple. Far more beautiful than he’d expected her to be, considering she was still unmarried after two Seasons, but then again, as Griff had pointed out, she’d had no shortage of offers. 
Clearly, she had a very specific sort of husband in mind. Perhaps he would be the man to meet her requirements, whatever they might be. The sooner he spoke with her, the sooner he’d learn if she would fulfill his own needs for a spouse. 
There were several points in her favor already—her long-standing connection to the Keswick family, for one, and his shared history with her. She was the daughter of a viscount, a gentleman James had met a time or two at the House of Lords and had always found to be a decent enough fellow. 
And, of course, Lady Olivia was under the care of her great-aunt, Lady Augusta, who was married to an earl for at least two decades before his passing some years back. Under her tutelage, Olivia would have learned everything a young lady should know to ensure a successful marriage with a gentleman of the peerage. 
There was every reason to believe she would make him an excellent countess. He decided to approach her as soon as the performance was over. 
[image: image-placeholder]Lingering at the refreshments table, Sophie took a sip from her glass of lemonade, barely tasting it as she stole another glance at James, who was standing by the door, talking with Griffin and Emmy.
A frown tugged at her lips as she watched him. It was strange, really. He didn’t look like the arrogant, unfeeling knave she’d overheard in the marquess’ study not twenty minutes ago.
Indeed, he looked almost sweet standing there, his lips curled up in an affectionate smile as Emmy chattered away about something. 
He was still handsome, she noted, with no small amount of annoyance. 
It wasn’t fair, really. He might have at least gone bald or grown a paunch, but his hair was still dark and thick, and the impeccably tailored jacket and trousers fit his tall, muscled physique to perfection. He was just as handsome as she remembered. 
More so, if she cared to be honest about it, which she didn’t.
What he looked like didn’t matter one whit. All that mattered was what she’d overheard him say in Griffin’s study, his intentions to offer Olivia a cold and loveless marriage. 
His words echoed through her mind for the hundredth time.
All I want is a wife who will bear my children and spend my money.
I assure you, my heart is safe. I have no intention of making an ass of myself over the girl.
Her cheeks heated at those words, and the callous way in which he’d said them. 
He did not care about Olivia, nor did he know her. The promise of wealth and title might prove enticing to other young women of the ton, but it would never be enough to win Olivia’s hand. She wanted a love match, and Sophie would do everything she could to ensure her cousin’s happiness. She owed so much to her, after all. 
After Sophie’s parents died, she’d been sent to Surrey to live with her uncle, but he’d wanted nothing to do with her, so he’d asked his aunt, Lady Augusta, to take over her care. The lady agreed, and off Sophie went to Mayfair to live in a strange city with strange relations she’d never laid eyes on before. 
She could still remember how scared she’d been, how alone she’d felt, and how terribly sad she was over the loss of her parents. Great-aunt Augusta had been so good to her, attempting to distract her with treats and trinkets, and visits to the menagerie and the bookshop to lift her spirits. 
Her aunt’s efforts had undoubtedly helped, but it was her cousin who had truly rescued her. Olivia had followed her around for weeks, talking her ear off, demanding her attention at every turn, cheerfully forcing her friendship on her until eventually Sophie began to talk and laugh again.
The memory brought a smile to her lips. That time in her life had not been easy, but Olivia had helped her survive it, and she would be forever indebted to her.
Which was precisely why she was so determined to secure a happy future for her cousin. She was certain Olivia and Griffin were meant to be together, and while she knew she could not force it to happen, she could certainly encourage it. 
And that meant she would have to discourage James. He wanted her cousin for all the wrong reasons, and this was simply unacceptable. 
“Sophie, you’re staring.” 
She jumped guiltily and turned to her cousin, who was serving herself a glass of lemonade.
“I’m not—I wasn’t…” She trailed off lamely.
“You were,” Olivia whispered. “And rather obviously, I might add. I thought the plan was to pretend you barely remember him.”
Sophie sighed. She hadn’t told Olivia—or anyone—about the conversation she’d overheard earlier. A small part of her still held out hope that James would change his mind about pursuing her cousin, and the fewer people who knew about it, the easier it would be to move on as if it had never happened.
 “You’re right,” Sophie said. “I suppose it’s a bit strange for me, seeing him again after all this time. I’ll do better to remember.”
“Good,” Olivia said, her gaze flicking over Sophie’s shoulder. “Because he’s headed our way now.”
Sophie stiffened. Oh, God. Her heart kicked painfully in her chest and her palms grew damp inside her gloves. She did not want to see him. She wasn’t ready! 
What would she say to him? And how in the world was she supposed to feign nonchalance after all the things she’d heard him say? 
Breathe, Sophie, she silently ordered. We mustn’t let him see our distress.
Forcing a cool expression, she turned to face him as he approached, noting the way he moved, with the confident, easy strides of a man accustomed to drawing notice wherever he went. A man used to getting exactly what he wanted.
“Lord Dearborn!” Olivia beamed at him. “How lovely it is to see you again.”
James’s eyes were warm, as if this meeting were nothing more than a reunion between old friends. 
Sophie clenched her jaw to keep from scowling at him.
“Lady Olivia. Miss Everett.” He sketched an elegant bow. “It has been far too long.”
“It certainly has, my lord,” Olivia said. “What has it been? Six years? Seven?”
Eight, Sophie thought. It’s been eight years. 
And James had changed since then. The years had played with him a bit, painting faint lines at the corners of his eyes, sharpening the planes of his cheekbones, the set to his jaw. 
There was nothing boyish about him now, and certainly nothing soft. 
“It’s been above eight years, I think,” James said. “I can hardly believe it’s been so long. You are looking remarkably well, Lady Olivia.” His gaze lingered on her face for a long moment before flicking to Sophie, as if he’d just remembered she was there. “As are you, Miss Everett.”
Her lips stretched into a tight smile. “Thank you, my lord,” she said coolly. An insincere thank-you for an insincere compliment.
“Well, now,” Olivia said lightly, “far be it from me to refute a compliment, my lord, but I suspect what you truly wish to say is how remarkably different we look now.”
James chuckled. “I can hardly deny it, considering your hair was in plaits the last time I saw you.” His dark eyes roved over Olivia’s face, warming with appreciation. “Yes, I’d say you’ve changed a great deal.”
And he obviously liked those changes very much. 
Sophie’s stomach dipped with disappointment. So much for the hope he would meet Olivia and change his mind about pursuing her. Not that she’d truly believed he would. Olivia was beautiful and charming, and she would make the ideal wife for any man. 
Well, she thought peevishly, it was just too bad for James that Olivia would never be his. 
“People often do, Lord Dearborn,” Sophie blurted before she could stop herself. “Change, that is.”
His gaze met hers.
“And sometimes,” she continued, “the change is so drastic, one hardly recognizes the person anymore.”
His eyes flashed with surprise, as if he’d detected the admonishment in her words but didn’t quite understand the meaning behind it. 
But then his surprise faded, and he was smiling again. “How right you are, Miss Everett. You and your cousin used to run through this house like wild things, barefoot and giggling, but look at you now. Two very proper young ladies.” A grin tugged at his lips. “Why, I’d wager you’re even wearing slippers this evening.”
Sophie blushed, embarrassingly, ridiculously affected by the teasing gleam in his eyes. 
“Of course, we’re wearing slippers,” Olivia said with a laugh. “What a silly thing to say, Lord Dearborn. Surely you did not expect to find us still running wild like hoydens?”
James looked at Olivia and grinned. Sophie’s fists unfurled the moment his eyes left her.
“Of course not,” he said. “But it would have made for an interesting week, wouldn’t it?”
Olivia laughed. “I doubt my aunt would agree with you on that.”
Sophie swallowed a groan as she listened to their interplay. James was as charming as he was handsome, and it seemed Olivia was not immune to either. 
Drat. This would not do. This would not do at all.
James’s gaze flicked to her face and his eyes lit with amusement, and it was then she realized she was frowning at him. And now he was laughing at her. She tore her gaze away, her cheeks flaming. 
Oh, wonderful. He probably thought she was jealous, that she wished it was she he flirted with instead of her cousin. Given her past, humiliatingly obvious feelings for him, what else could he think?
“Good evening, ladies!”
Sophie turned at the sound of Griffin’s voice, and she nearly threw her arms around him, so thrilled was she that he’d chosen this moment to join them. 
“Griffin,” she said, beaming up at him. “How good it is to see you again. You are looking very dashing this evening.”
His brows flicked up at the compliment, and then a grin split his face. “And you are lovely, as always, Sophie. That pink frock becomes you.”
“Thank you,” she said, battling a smile of her own. The Marquess of Keswick was a silver-tongued rogue, but she was rather fond of him. “We’ve missed your flattery these last few months, haven’t we, Livvy?”
Olivia’s only reply was a soft snort. 
“Only my flattery? You wound me, Miss Everett.” Griff placed a hand over his heart, but his gray eyes were laughing. 
“Well, perhaps not only your flattery,” Sophie said. “But certainly mostly.”
Griffin threw back his head and laughed. “Sophie, you are a delight.”
She shrugged her shoulders modestly and said nothing. She could feel James’s eyes on her, but she would not look at him.
“You’re rather quiet tonight, Olivia,” Griff said. “Foul mood?”
“I’m in a perfectly lovely mood, thank you,” she said archly. “At least, I was. Until a few moments ago.”
Griffin said nothing, though there was an amused gleam in his eyes, as if he’d received precisely the reaction he craved. 
It was always like this with these two. Olivia would ignore Griffin then Griffin would tease her then she would snap at him then go right back to ignoring him again until the cycle repeated itself. They were the epitome of grace and charm with everyone else, but with each other, they bickered and provoked like a pair of misbehaving children. 
Which was precisely the reason Sophie was so certain they were, in fact, mad for one another. She simply had to find a way to make them realize it, too.
“I think Lady Augusta wants you,” James said to Olivia. “She’s looked over here several times.” 
Sure enough, Aunt Augusta was watching them from her seat on the sofa across the room, and she crooked a finger, discreetly ordering them to go to her.
Sitting beside her was a man they had only just met tonight—a single young gentleman called Mr. Hughes—and Aunt Augusta was chattering away at him, apparently oblivious (impervious?) to the desperate glances the poor man was lobbing at anyone who happened to pass by.
“Oh, dear,” Olivia muttered.
James chuckled. “She does seem eager for you to join them.”
“She looks prepared to sit on him to make him stay,” Griff joked.
“It wouldn’t surprise me in the slightest if she did,” Sophie said with a sigh. “Come on, Livvy.” She took her cousin by the elbow. “Let’s get this over and done with.”
“Fine,” Olivia said with a resigned frown. 
“Only, do go easy on the poor sod, won’t you?” Griff said to Olivia, amusement lighting his eyes. “We’re here for a week and it’s only the first night. If you must break the man’s heart, at least wait another day or two.”
Olivia’s jaw clenched for the barest of moments, but her voice was light as she said, “You surprise me, Griffin. I should think the great and powerful Marquess of Keswick would have better things to do than worry over the affairs of his inferiors.”
Griff raised a brow. “Ah, but surely there is nothing so important as watching over my fellow man?”
Olivia’s smile was treacle sweet. “And yet, you spend so much of your time eyeing the female population.”
Sophie’s hand went to her mouth, masking her grin. 
“She has you there, Griff,” James said, chuckling.
But the marquess merely shrugged, apparently unbothered by the charge leveled against him. Or perhaps he simply saw no reason to deny it. 
“Do excuse us, Lord Dearborn,” Olivia said, her charming self once again. “I do hope we shall have another chance to speak again later.”
“As do I, Lady Olivia,” he said, watching her with those admiring brown eyes.
Right, then, Sophie thought. Time to leave.
She dipped a quick curtsy and then steered Olivia away by the elbow. “You were rather rude to Griffin,” she said softly as they made their way toward their aunt.
“He was rude first.”
“He usually is.” Sophie shot her cousin a sidelong glance. “Do you ever wonder why he—” 
“Dearborn is a charming man, isn’t he?” Olivia broke in. “And handsome, too, don’t you agree?”
Sophie sniffed. Yes, he was handsome. Like a lovely, leather-bound book with a poorly written story inside. “I suppose so,” she said stiffly. “But Griffin is handsomer.”
“Yes, well, it’s too bad he has the personality of a toad.”
Sophie smothered a satisfied grin. Olivia had just insulted the man, yes, but she hadn’t denied he was handsome. It was no confession of love, but it was a beginning. 




Chapter Three
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“No, not the green  one, dearest,” Aunt Augusta said, snatching the gown from Sophie’s hands. “We wouldn’t want you to blend in with the grass, would we? Now, let’s see what else we have here...” 
Sophie watched, mildly annoyed, as her aunt riffled through the contents of the wardrobe in the bedchamber she was sharing with Olivia for the week. 
“We’re dressing for a walk to the folly, not a night at the opera,” she muttered, barely suppressing a sigh.
“A lady should always look her best, no matter the occasion,” Aunt Augusta said firmly. It was a tenet she preached often, and one she lived by, as well. 
A tall, slender woman with striking hazel eyes and dark blonde hair streaked with gray, Lady Augusta Crenshaw was always smartly dressed, favoring gowns in bold colors and rich velvets with minimal frills. Her only accessory was the ivory-tipped cane she walked with but didn’t truly need. Sophie suspected she thought it made her look distinguished, and she was correct. 
“What about your blue muslin?” Aunt Augusta asked, emerging from the wardrobe with a gown in her hands. “Olivia, what do you think? Should Sophie wear her blue muslin today?”
Olivia, who had been fussing with her bonnet strings in front of the looking glass for the past twenty minutes, nodded and said, “Oh, yes, definitely the blue. Sophie looks lovely in blue.”
Sophie rolled her eyes. Olivia was the one who looked lovely in blue, not her. In fact, she was fairly certain she would blend in with the grass no matter what color she wore, but there was no point in arguing. It would only earn her another scolding from her aunt, and that was the last thing she wanted. 
This was supposed to be a relaxing week in the country, but Aunt Augusta was behaving as if they must find husbands by the end of the house party or never find husbands at all, when she knew full well they had a whole Season ahead of them to devote to the task. 
Heavens above, a whole Season of Aunt Augusta’s matchmaking. Sophie shuddered. Blending in with the grass was sounding better and better all the time.
“The blue dress, it is,” Aunt Augusta said, shutting the wardrobe doors. “Come along, Sophie, let’s get you changed.”
She laid the gown on the bed and began undoing the row of buttons at Sophie’s back. “I do wish you would show a little more enthusiasm, dearest,” she said. “Some of the single gentlemen will be joining us on this walk, you know, and we must ensure we look our most fetching.” 
“Yes, Aunt.” 
She wanted to ask which gentlemen were planning to attend, but such a question would inevitably lead her aunt to believe she was interested in one of them, which couldn’t be further from the truth. The only man she wanted to see there was Griffin, but it was unlikely he would attend without James, and James was the only man she hoped never to see again. It was quite a conundrum, really. 
But perhaps her aunt was mistaken. Perhaps there would be no gentlemen on this walk at all. After all, the men typically spent their afternoons chasing other pursuits: shooting, fishing, billiards. Would a walk to the folly truly tempt them? 
Would it tempt James? He did not strike her as the sort of man who would relish a walk through the countryside to see some wildflowers, but then again, it would hardly be the most outrageous thing a man had done for the chance to spend time with Olivia. 
“There! All done,” Aunt Augusta announced. “You look lovely, my dear. Now, go and put your boots on while I help your cousin with her bonnet.”
Sophie did as she was instructed, begrudgingly carrying her boots to the sofa as her aunt joined Olivia at the looking glass. 
“That nice Lord Sodstone will be joining us on this walk,” Aunt Augusta said as she worked on Olivia’s bow. “He’s a handsome man, isn’t he?”
“Very handsome,” Olivia agreed. “Unfortunately, he talks too much.”
“What do you mean, he talks too much? He barely said a word at breakfast this morning.”
Olivia snorted. “That is because no one could get a word in edgeways with Lord Wendley blathering on about his vegetable garden. I don’t think that man paused for breath even once.”
Sophie chuckled as she tied the laces on one of her boots. “He is rather proud of his turnips, isn’t he?”
Aunt Augusta tsked. “He’s a silly man and I feel sorry for his daughter. Lucy is a sweet girl, but she’ll never find a decent husband with a father like that around.”
“I thought she was going to slip under the breakfast table and hide,” Sophie said. “Or flee to Scotland.”
“I suppose there are some benefits to having a father who doesn’t care to see you,” Olivia said lightly. “At least he cannot embarrass you if he’s never around.”
Sophie’s heart squeezed at her cousin’s words. Olivia thought her father hated her, that he blamed her for her mother’s death, but Sophie couldn’t bring herself to believe it. Surely no father could be so cruel? 
But even if Lord Blakely did not hate Olivia, there was no denying he ignored her more often than not, and Sophie knew how much it bothered her cousin, despite her air of nonchalance. Olivia craved her father’s attention, his love. Sophie often wondered if her uncle’s neglect was partly to blame for all of Olivia’s declined proposals. 
After all, once Olivia married, she would become another man’s responsibility, and then her father really could forget about her altogether. 
“You know your father cares for you, dearest,” Aunt Augusta said. “He simply—”
“He simply doesn’t care enough to want to see me,” Olivia finished for her. “Well, that is fine by me. And, anyhow, we weren’t discussing my father, were we? We were discussing Lord Sodstone, the one who talks far too much.”
A beat of silence fell like an anvil, and then Sophie said, “Right. Lord Sodstone. I’m afraid Olivia is correct, Aunt. The man does talk too much. Last night he lectured us on the merits of the Stölzel valve, and what an improvement it’s made for his horn playing.”
“So the man is passionate about music,” Aunt Augusta said. “That is hardly a sin.”
Sophie shook her head and slipped on her other boot. Passionate was not the word she would use to describe Lord Sodstone’s musical pursuits—fanatical seemed a more apt descriptor—but she supposed it all amounted to the same thing. 
Either way, he was not a good fit for Olivia, no matter how much she enjoyed the pianoforte, and this was apparently an opinion she and her cousin shared.
“Perhaps it isn’t a sin,” Olivia said, “but he went on about that silly valve for nearly an hour, and that is not the sort of thing I’m willing to endure for the rest of my days, no matter how handsome the gentleman is.”
Aunt Augusta huffed out a sigh. “Fine. Forget about Lord Sodstone. What about Viscount Whiteside? He isn’t as good-looking, but he is titled and exceptionally wealthy.”
“He courted Olivia two Seasons ago, remember?” Sophie said. “She turned him down.”
“I know, my dear,” Aunt Augusta said, “but your cousin isn’t the only one who requires a husband, remember?” 
“Of course,” Sophie said quickly, trying to stave off another of her aunt’s lectures. “I only meant—”
“I know you want Olivia to marry well, but you must focus on your own future, too,” Aunt Augusta said, turning to face Sophie. “You’re a lovely girl, but no man will ever see it if you don’t try. You must talk with them, flirt with them. Let them see how wonderful you are.” She sighed. “You must try harder, my dear. Promise me you will.”
Sophie gave her a wan smile. “Yes, Aunt. I promise.”
Aunt Augusta hadn’t always been so enthusiastically single-minded in her matchmaking efforts, but ever since Lord Blakely’s letter had arrived, she’d become almost unbearable to be around. It was only that she was worried, Sophie knew, but it was still an awful lot to handle, Aunt Augusta’s constant instruction on how to attract a man, how to flirt with a man, how to encourage a man. 
It was exhausting, really, even though she knew her aunt was only doing what a good guardian was supposed to do. She wanted her nieces to make good matches, like the one she’d made for herself. She married Earl Crenshaw at the age of eighteen in a match arranged by their parents and, according to Aunt Augusta, the two had shared a contented, comfortable life together up until his death just over a decade ago. 
She spoke of her husband with affection, but it had not been a love match, and while she wanted her nieces to marry well, and to be happy, she didn’t much care about love.
And this was why Sophie had never mentioned her suspicions about Olivia and Griffin’s feelings for one another. Her aunt would only order her to stop wasting her time on an uncertain outcome and focus on her own marital prospects instead, but Sophie couldn’t do that. Her cousin’s happiness was too important to her, and although she would never admit this to her aunt, she’d all but abandoned any hope of finding a husband for herself. 
Two Seasons out with nary an inkling of an offer tended to alter one’s expectations. 
“You must make me a promise, too, Sophie,” Olivia said, flashing her an impish grin. “You must promise me that you will never marry Lord Whiteside.”
Sophie chuckled. “I give you my word. Wholeheartedly.”
“You could do worse than a rich viscount with good teeth, you know,” Aunt Augusta said. “A great deal worse, as a matter of fact.”
“But the man is a simpleton,” Olivia said. “Sophie would murder him in his sleep before the wedding trip was over.”
“Nonsense,” Aunt Augusta said, tugging on Olivia’s bonnet strings. “Sophie is far too disciplined for that. Besides, a stupid husband can be a blessing. Only think how lovely it would be to be right all the time.”
Sophie leaned back in her seat and laughed. “I am sorry, Aunt, but I cannot marry a simpleton. Not even a rich one with good teeth.”
Aunt Augusta sighed and shook her head. “Honestly, I don’t know where I went wrong with you two. Your priorities are all backwards.” With a final twist on Olivia’s bonnet, she stepped back to admire her work. “There,” she said, “all done. Now, go on and gather up whatever you’d like to bring with you—no, Sophie, leave your book—and then we’ll be off. We don’t want to keep the marchioness waiting.”
Sophie pressed her lips together unhappily but set the book down on the bedside table without protest then made for the door, Olivia trailing behind her with pencils and sketchbook in hand.
“Come along, now! Don’t dawdle,” their aunt said as she stepped into the corridor, cane at the ready. “And remember to pinch your cheeks and smile, girls. Gentlemen marry happy young ladies.”
Sophie and Olivia exchanged an exasperated glance but said nothing as they exited the room and hurried down the corridor after their aunt like two dutiful ducklings. 
“It’s going to be a long day,” Olivia muttered under her breath.
Sophie sighed. “It’s going to be a long week.”
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But as he trundled up the hill toward the folly behind the marchioness and the rest of the party, his head aching, his eyes squinting against the bright, unrelenting sun, he couldn’t help but wish he’d stayed behind. 
He’d been tempted to decline Lady Keswick’s invitation and retreat to the billiards room instead—the cool, quiet, dimly lit billiards room—to while away the remainder of the afternoon in relative peace until it was time to gather for dinner. 
A covetous sigh escaped him. He’d stayed up late last night, overindulging on French brandy and divesting a small group of men of a rather large sum of money in Vingt-et-un before finally climbing into bed at half past four this morning. 
He’d love nothing more than an afternoon of rest and relaxation. 
But he had an objective today, one he was determined to see through, so here he was on his way to a folly he’d seen more times than he could count, all to earn himself a moment alone with Lady Olivia.
She’d impressed him last night with her wit and charm, and he was more than a little hopeful she might turn out to be exactly what he was searching for in a bride. Of course, he needed more time with her to be sure.
He glanced up ahead, his gaze seeking her out, and he was not in the least surprised to find her walking with her cousin, their heads dipped together in conversation.
Wherever Lady Olivia went, so too went Miss Everett. 
He studied them for a moment, watching their interplay, noting how different the two were. If he didn’t know they were cousins, he would never have guessed it. Lady Olivia was a warm August day: lively blue eyes, curls the color of wheat, and lush, delectable curves a man could sink his hands into. 
Miss Everett was just the opposite: pale skin, dark eyes, darker hair, which she’d pulled back into a simple knot at her nape. A quiet smile, when she smiled at all. She was shorter than her cousin, and slender where Lady Olivia was curved.  
The girl wasn’t plain, precisely, but neither could he call her pretty.
Of course, that might have something to do with the fact that she seemed to disapprove of his interest in her cousin, though he hadn’t a clue why, or even how she’d detected it so quickly. She’d spent all of last night hovering over Olivia like an overprotective mama, and though James was hardly the only man to show an interest in her cousin, he seemed to be the only one to earn Miss Everett’s disapproving frown. 
He was hardly a pariah. In fact, by most standards, he was a damned good catch, so why the young lady should wish to discourage his interest in her cousin, he did not know. Unless, of course, she still harbored a tendre for him...
But, no, he thought. The notion was unlikely, at best. If she were still smitten, surely she would have flirted with him or, at the very least, smiled at him. But she’d spared only a handful of words for him during their brief conversation last night, and none of them had been friendly. No, he’d sooner believe she was in love with Griffin. 
“Ah, here we are!” Lady Keswick called out, as the party finally reached the folly.
“My, it is...large, isn’t it?” he heard one of the young ladies say.
“Yes, I should say so,” the girl’s mother replied in a tone of voice that suggested she would have used a different word.   
James chuckled to himself as he peered up at the structure. With its giant pillars and domed head, it looked like a massive mushroom with three stems. It was still ugly as sin, although the wildflowers and the copse of birch trees in the distance did soften it a bit. 
His eyes roved over the familiar scene and he shook his head in bemusement. It was like seeing an old friend again after a long absence. 
“You used to gaze up at the folly in just that way when you were a boy,” Lady Keswick said, as she came to stand beside him. “The only thing missing to complete the picture is your sketchbook.”
He smiled. “I haven’t thought of that sketchbook in years.”
“You were never without it back then,” she said. “Not for those first few visits, anyway.”
James nodded. “I suppose I stopped needing it after a while.” 
He’d never had any siblings, and his parents had been largely absent throughout his childhood. His mother was often away visiting family in London and Bath, while his father sat in his study, hour after hour, doing God-knew-what. 
James spent most of his afternoons in the company of tutors—before going away to Eton, of course—but the evenings were largely his own, so he’d learned to find ways to stave off the tedium that came with spending too much time with one’s own thoughts. 
“It’s still there, you know,” Lady Keswick said. “Somewhere in the house. I’ll find it and bring it to you.”
“Don’t go to any trouble over it.”
“Nonsense,” she said, patting his arm. “It is yours. You should have it.”
He wasn’t certain he even wanted the thing, but he wanted to hurt her feelings even less, so he simply nodded and thanked her.
“Now,” she said, “I know you’re here to see me and Griffin and Emmy, but...is it also safe to assume you’re here for a second reason?” She shot him a sidelong glance. “Perhaps, to find yourself a bride?”
Damn. He’d hoped this wouldn’t come up. He didn’t want to tell her he was looking for a bride—not yet, at any rate—but he didn’t want to lie to her, either, so he gave her a half-truth instead. 
“I will marry again, eventually,” he said. “But it’s been some time since I last navigated society’s waters and…well…” He shrugged. “I suppose I hoped this week might help me find my sea legs, so to speak.” 
Her mouth turned up in a smile, but it was faintly sad, and the pity in her eyes was unmistakable. “Of course, James,” she said softly. “I understand completely. Losing someone—” She broke off, her voice wobbling. “Losing someone dear to us is never easy, is it?”
Guilt plucked at his nerve endings. She thought he was thinking of Cassandra. She was trying to comfort him. No matter who he spoke with, or what he spoke of, they always thought he was thinking of Cassandra. His wife had been dead nearly two years now, and still she haunted his every bloody conversation. 
Not that he blamed the marchioness for drawing such a conclusion. He’d told her very little about his marriage, and when she’d settled on the assumption that it was a happy one, he’d seen no reason to disabuse her of the notion. She was happier this way, and that was all that really mattered.   
“The pain does lessen with time, you know,” she said softly, emotion shining in her pale blue eyes. “You will be happy again. And you will find love again, I promise you that.”
She patted his arm, as one might do when comforting a grieving widower, and James nodded, though none of what she’d said was true. He wouldn’t find love again. He wouldn’t allow it, not after what he’d done.
His chest grew tight, and he shoved the unhappy thoughts to the back of his mind. God, he hated this, the pitying glances, the comforting words. He deserved none of it, but he didn’t know how to make it stop. Perhaps it was what he deserved.
“Well, now,” Lady Keswick said, giving his arm one final pat. “I had better go and make sure our younger guests are behaving themselves. You know the effect follies can have on youthful, romantic hearts.” 
She winked at him, and he chuckled, watching as she marched off toward the folly, a tiny general in lavender skirts. Several of the guests were there, strolling through the structure, their enthusiastic chatter echoing through the cavernous dome.
Olivia was seated on the grass with some of the other young ladies, a sketchbook in her lap, apparently more interested in drawing the structure than exploring it. 
Which left one female in particular unaccounted for. 
He scanned his gaze over the surrounding landscape, searching for Miss Everett’s pale blue gown, and then he spotted her a short distance away, her back to him, her hands clasped behind her as she gazed out at Keswick House.
She was alone. Excellent. 
James set off in her direction, determination firming his jaw. Miss Everett had liked him once before, hadn’t she? Surely, she could like him again. 
After all, how hard could it possibly be to charm one girl? 




Chapter Four
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Sophie’s suspicions proved correct.  James had come along on their walk to the folly, just as she thought he might, and it was clear he’d done so in order to speak with Olivia, at least in part. 
Somehow, she’d managed to deflect his first attempt by tugging Olivia away under the guise of escaping a snake, though she was fairly certain James recognized it for the farce it was. 
Still, it had worked, and he hadn’t made another attempt since. She’d last spotted him talking with Lady Keswick, a good thirty feet from Olivia, who was seated on the grass, sketching the wildflowers with some of the other young ladies. Aunt Augusta and two of her fellow chaperones stood nearby, keeping a watchful eye over the proceedings. 
Emmy had stayed back at the house, claiming a stomach ailment, though Sophie suspected the real malady was an overdose of her mother’s matchmaking. 
Sweeping her gaze over the vista before her, she took in the bright blue sky, the striking reds and purples of foxglove and bell heather, the common yarrow with its bright yellow blooms and frothy green leaves. It was a view she looked forward to seeing every spring.
Too bad James was here to ruin it for her. 
Pursing her lips, she turned to gaze out at Keswick House, irritation firming her jaw. It was bad enough she had to spend the afternoon fending off his attempts at talking to Olivia, but at least if Griffin had come, she might have tried her hand at matchmaking. Unfortunately, he’d stayed back at the house for reasons unknown, and it was unlikely they would see him before dinner. 
A light breeze kicked up, pawing playfully at her skirts, and she clasped her hands behind her back with a soft sigh. This matchmaking business was even more challenging than she’d expected it to be. She had to come up with a way to throw Griff and Olivia together, and soon. Maybe tonight, in the drawing room, she could orchestrate some sort of game or…
Her thoughts scattered as awareness prickled at the back of her neck, and she turned just as James drew up alongside her. Lord, but he moved silently. As silently as a rat.  
Quickly facing forward, she schooled her features, dread settling over her like a woolen blanket, thick and smothering.
“Lovely day for a walk, isn’t it?” He mirrored her pose, clasping his hands behind his back as he drew in a deep, appreciative breath of air that set Sophie’s teeth on edge.
“Indeed,” she replied, keeping her voice even, though her limbs were taut with tension. Go away, she urged silently. I have nothing to say to you. 
She watched him from the corner of her eye as he turned to look at her, and the burden of his gaze had her shifting in her half-boots, restlessly rustling the grass. 
“The wildflowers are certainly abundant this year,” he murmured.
“Mm.” 
“I’m surprised you’re not sketching with the other young ladies. Did you forget your sketchbook?”
“No.”
Her insides warmed with decidedly petty satisfaction as she gave him yet another one-word reply. She knew what he was up to, and as long as he asked questions that begged one-word answers, that was precisely what he was going to get. 
“No?” The word unfurled from his lips like honey, a slow, amused drawl. “Then I can only assume you must have it tucked away somewhere out of sight...” He paused. “Under your skirts, perhaps?”
Her gaze shot to his, her lips parted in surprise. Gentlemen did not say such things to gently-bred young ladies. What on earth had possessed him— 
And then she spotted it, the gleam of satisfaction sparking in his deep brown eyes, and she realized what he’d done. 
He’d meant to shock her, enough to draw a reaction out of her, and—blast him—it had worked. 
Stifling a frown, she turned away with a sniff. “I don’t have a sketchbook with me because I don’t own a sketchbook, and I don’t own a sketchbook because I have no interest in sketching.”
“Don’t you? And here I thought all young ladies liked to sketch and paint.”
“Just as all young men like to box and fence?”
The words slipped out before she could stop them, sharp and unmistakably irritated, but James merely chuckled, as if they were two old friends sharing a good joke. 
“Touché, Miss Everett,” he said, his voice tinged with humor. “But now that we’ve established you don’t draw or paint, may I inquire as to what hobbies you do enjoy? Boxing, perhaps? Or fencing?”
Oh, but he was a charming devil, and he knew it, too. He thought he would wear her down, that if he flirted and cajoled and charmed, she would eventually give in and fall under his spell like every other woman he knew likely had. 
But he didn’t know she knew what she knew. If he did, he probably wouldn’t bother with this charade, just as he wouldn’t bother with her if she weren’t Olivia’s cousin. No, he wouldn’t give her a moment’s thought if he didn’t need something from her. 
Anger washed over her, heating her cheeks. What was she doing? Why was she still standing here with this man? She ought to walk away now, leave without another word. To give even one more moment of her time to this mockery of a conversation was insupportable and—
“Miss Everett?”
James’s voice broke into her thoughts, and she glanced at him, not bothering to conceal her frown. His brow furrowed as his gaze flicked over her face, clearly noting her displeasure, but then his brow cleared, and his mouth curved into a beseeching smile designed to lower her defenses.
“Come, now, Miss Everett,” he said, his voice smooth as butter. “Can we not be friends?” 
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With any other young woman, it likely would have worked, but not with this one. No, this one frowned at him, as if he’d suggested fornication instead of friendship. 
“I know what you’re doing, my lord. I’m not a simpleton.” Her voice was low, restrained, even as her eyes flashed with temper. “Your interest in my cousin is obvious, as is this attempt at charming me, which was clearly launched in the hopes it might aide in your bid for Olivia’s hand.” 
She eyed him expectantly, raising one supercilious brow in a silent dare to deny it.
The tips of his ears heated, and he fought against the urge to shift on his feet like a naughty child caught doing something he shouldn’t. God above, he was practically blushing. 
The chit was cleverer than he’d expected, and a great deal more direct—traits he might have admired if he weren’t so bloody irritated with her.
How had she guessed? She’d called him obvious, but he knew he’d done nothing to draw attention to his interest in her cousin. Hell, he’d only talked to the girl once, so how Miss Everett had guessed was beyond his understanding. 
Not that he had any intention of admitting she was right.  
Folding his arms over his chest, he slid her a sidelong glance, illustrating with his half-smile just how amusing he found her accusation. 
“Is that what I’m doing?” he drawled. “My, how devious of me.”
The look she gave him was anything but impressed. “You needn’t bother denying it,” she said. “You are not the first to employ such tactics, and I rather doubt you will be the last. Olivia’s suitors are like weeds, you see. The moment one is pulled out, another pops up to take its place.” 
Despite his annoyance, James almost laughed. Just how many suitors had she culled on her cousin’s behalf these last two years? He would wager it was more than a few.
“What a charming analogy,” he purred. “I’ve never been likened to a weed before.”
A blush rose in her cheeks, though whether it stemmed from chagrin or frustration, he couldn’t say. Likely a little of both.
“I do not mean to be unkind, my lord—”
“Don’t you?” He arched a brow and watched as the corners of her lips pinched into a disapproving frown. 
“The point I am attempting to make,” she said, her tone distinctly peevish now, “is that Olivia has had many suitors since her come-out—several of whom proposed marriage—but she turned them all down. Even a duke.”
His lips curved. “Did she, indeed?”
“She’s been courted by some of the richest, handsomest men in the kingdom”—her gaze held his, direct and unflinching—“but none of them were good enough for her. Not one.”
And neither are you.
She did not voice the words aloud, but she might as well have done, so explicit was her tone. For reasons unknown, Miss Everett did not approve of his interest in her cousin. Even more perplexing was the ugly, irrefutable fact that her disapproval bothered him. 
Why the devil should he care what this slip of a girl thought of him? Lady Olivia’s opinion was the one that mattered, and if she found him lacking in some way, common courtesy dictated he should receive the rejection from her lips, not some prickly proxy’s. 
“Answer me one question,” James said, cocking his head to the side. “Does your cousin want a husband?”
Dark brows dipped beneath the brim of her bonnet. “Of course, she does.”
He gave a brisk nod. “Excellent. That is all I need to know.”
“You are not listening to me, my lord,” she said on a long-suffering sigh.
“On the contrary, I’ve heard every word you’ve said.”
Her lips flattened. “Then the problem must lie with comprehension.”
James chuckled at the insult but made no reply. The air felt almost alive, like a brewing electrical storm, crackling and swelling in tandem with her growing frustration. 
“I am trying to spare you the disappointment of wasted time,” she said, clearly battling her temper. “Olivia will not marry you. Please, take my advice and look elsewhere for a bride.”
His jaw worked. “And if I refuse?”
“Then I will persist until I change your mind.” Her chin came up, stubborn as a mule’s, her gaze fixed on his with unwavering intensity. 
Her eyes were green, he realized. Moss green with flecks of gold, framed by dark, thick lashes. Quite lovely, really. 
But then, he suspected the chit could be almost comely if she wasn’t such a damned nuisance. 
“You disappoint me, Miss Everett.” It was James’s turn to sigh. “I’d hoped we might be friends, but it appears we are at cross purposes. I don’t know why you resent my interest in your cousin and, frankly, I don’t care. I will spend time with her this week, and if I should decide to court her, I will do so, with or without your approval.” He raised his brows. “Is that understood?”
Bright crimson stained her cheeks, and somewhere in the middle of his speech, her lips had parted in outrage, though no sound emerged. 
He’d stunned her into silence. 
Certain the moment wouldn’t last long, James turned on his bootheel and walked away without so much as a parting bow, a satisfied smile curving his lips as he crossed the lawn. Ungentlemanly conduct, perhaps, but he wasn’t above wanting the last word. 
And he’d had quite enough of Sophie Everett’s waspish tongue for one day.




Chapter Five
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Sophie watched through narrowed  eyes as James joined Lady Keswick on the folly steps, greeting her with a wide smile, as if he hadn’t a care in the world. As if he’d already forgotten the decidedly unfriendly exchange they’d shared only moments ago. 
Fury raced through her veins, and her hands curled into fists at her sides as the arrogant fool’s words echoed through her mind. 
Oh, the rudeness of that man! How dare he speak to her that way? How dare he treat her so dismissively, as if she were nothing but an interfering busybody meddling in his life for her own amusement?
He’d practically insulted her, and he hadn’t taken a single word she’d said seriously. She’d hoped he would heed her warning and take her at her word that he and Olivia would not suit, but she’d underestimated his arrogance. Naively, she thought he would defer to her expertise. After all, she knew Olivia a great deal better than he did. Why, then, had he not listened? Why did he think he knew better?  
Because he is a man, of course. 
A wealthy, titled man who was far too accustomed to having his own way. 
She’d foolishly allowed herself to believe this so-called paragon of manhood would listen to a nobody like her. She’d convinced herself their past association would make him amenable to her advice, and perhaps lend some credence to her opinion, but obviously she’d been wrong. Obviously, he was far more prideful—and far less sensible—than she thought he would be.
Pursing her lips, she turned away from the maddening man and willed herself to be calm. There was no sense in losing her head. She needed to keep a clear mind. 
Besides, she wasn’t defeated yet. Yes, he was being obtuse in his determination to ignore her warning, but she was just as determined to change his mind. She simply had to figure out how to do it. And until she did, she would cling to her cousin like a barnacle. 
She found Olivia in exactly the same spot as before, seated on the grass with her sketchbook in her lap. Only now she was alone. The other young ladies had gone, leaving Olivia conspicuously vulnerable, like a babe in the woods. An innocent babe completely unaware of the wolf—the stubborn, arrogant, irritating wolf—watching her from the shadows. 
The thought was only half-finished, and Sophie was on the move, marching across the lawn toward her cousin.
“How is your sketching coming along?” she asked moments later as she sank onto the grass beside Olivia and tucked her legs beneath her skirts. 
Her cousin’s head came up. “Well, I think—” She cut off with a frown as her gaze fell on Sophie’s face. “Why are your cheeks all flushed? Are you unwell?”
Sophie waved her concerns away with a flick of her hand. “I’m fine. A slight headache, that’s all.” Headache, thy name is James. “Now, show me what you’ve been working on.”
“Well...” Olivia glanced down at her sketchbook. “I’m rather pleased with my foxglove, but, as usual, my clouds leave something to be desired.” She huffed a frustrated breath. “Maria Gibbons can draw clouds. Miss Roderick can draw clouds. I’ve been practicing my clouds for months and this”—she thrust out her sketchbook—“is still the best I can do.”
Sophie glanced at the offending clouds (which, admittedly, did look more like winged sausages than anything else) and then gently took the book from Olivia’s hands and set it on the grass.
“They’re only clouds, Livvy,” she said. “I thought sketching was supposed to be fun.”
“Yes, well, it would be more fun if I could draw clouds.”
Sophie bit back a laugh at her cousin’s petulant tone. “No one can do everything well, you know. Not even you.”
“I know,” Olivia muttered, leaning back on her palms to gaze up at the sky. “But it is still extremely annoying.” 
Sophie reached out and squeezed her arm. “Yes. I know it is.”
There was no one kinder or more generous than Olivia. She was the soul of charity, always ready with a compliment or a word of encouragement for anyone who might need it…except herself. She held herself to a different set of standards, expecting more, better, than she would ever expect of anyone else. 
Her father was to blame, of course. Olivia seemed to believe if she could only master everything, achieve everything, he would finally give her the love and attention she so desperately craved. 
Sophie’s lips dipped into a frown. She’d had so little time with her own parents—not even nine years—but still, she knew she was lucky. Her mother and father had never made her feel inadequate, or pressured her to change herself to meet societal expectations. She had always been encouraged to learn, even if her interests lay in Science or Greek philosophy instead of needlepoint or the pianoforte. She would always be grateful for that.
“Listen up, everyone!” The marchioness’s voice rang out and the other guests fell silent to hear her. “The time is nearly four o’clock. I think we should all head back to the house now to ensure we have ample time to ready ourselves for dinner. Collect your belongings and follow me, please!”
Sophie rose to her feet and while she waited for Olivia to gather up her things, her gaze snagged on James standing some distance off. He was with Lord Wendley now, and the two appeared to be deep in conversation. Good, she thought. Hopefully, it would last the entire trek back to the house. 
She turned to Olivia to see if she was ready to leave, but paused when she found her cousin staring out at the wildflowers, her pencils and sketchbook clutched to her chest, a pensive expression on her face.
“Livvy? Are you all right?”
Olivia turned to face her, a tight smile curving her lips. “Yes, of course. I was only wondering when I would see all of this again. We’ve been coming here for such a long time. I’ll miss it.” 
She began walking toward the house, and Sophie fell in step beside her. “I see no reason why your visits to Keswick House should have to end,” she said. “You’re practically another daughter to the marchioness. No matter what happens, you know you will always be welcome here.”
Especially if she married Griffin. But, of course, she kept that thought to herself. 
“Yes, I suppose you’re right,” Olivia said with a sigh. “But it won’t be the same, will it? Nothing will be the same once we have husbands.”
Ah, there it was. The crux of her worries. 
“That is true,” Sophie said softly. “But change is inevitable. I know it can be frightening, but it can be wonderful, too.” She gave her cousin a reassuring smile. “And your future will be wonderful, because you deserve it.”
Olivia hugged her sketchbook to her chest. “I hope you’re right.”
“Aren’t I always?” Sophie quipped, attempting to lighten the mood.
Olivia rolled her eyes. “No one is always right.” 
“Nearly always, then.”
Her cousin’s lips curled up at the corners, but Sophie could still see the worry lingering in her eyes. She reached out and squeezed her arm. “Livvy, I—”
“Ah, Miss Everett! Here you are!”
The booming voice made her jump, and she turned to find Lord Wendley trundling toward her, a beatific grin splitting his jowly face.
“Good afternoon,” he said, the words jovial if slightly out of breath. “Glorious day, isn’t it?”
Bemused, Sophie returned his smile with a polite one of her own. “Indeed, it is, my lord.”
The man had said barely a word to her since they were first introduced yesterday, yet here he was, making small talk, as if it were the most natural thing in the world. How peculiar.
“A perfect day for being out in the fresh country air,” he said with a deep inhale, expanding his generous belly. “Makes a man long to be tending to his vegetable garden.”
Sophie nodded, unsure what to say. Heavens above, the man was obsessed with his vegetables. 
“I understand you’re thinking of growing a garden of your own,” he said, clasping his hands behind his back. “An excellent idea, I say.” 
She blinked, her brows dipping in confusion. “I beg your—”
“There is nothing so satisfying as watching things grow, things you’ve planted with your own two hands,” he went on, as if she hadn’t spoken. “It is a singular experience, and one I think everyone should know at least once in his—or her— lifetime.”
He beamed at her, enthusiasm lighting his small brown eyes. “I would be honored, Miss Everett, if you would allow me to share with you everything I’ve learned.”
“Lord Wendley,” Sophie tried again. “I think there has been a—”
“The easiest vegetable to grow, of course, is lettuce,” the baron continued, puffing a bit as they crested a small hill. “All it needs is sunlight and a bit of compost and...”
Sophie, totally baffled, turned to Olivia as the baron blathered on about lettuce, hoping her cousin might offer some insight into the reason behind his odd behavior, but Olivia merely shrugged, apparently as flummoxed as Sophie was. 
And then, out of thin air, James materialized at Olivia’s other side. 
“Good afternoon, Lady Olivia,” he said smoothly. “That is an exceedingly fetching bonnet you’re wearing today.”
His gaze never strayed from Olivia’s face, and although the smile curving his lips was a friendly one, there was a hint of smugness there, too, which struck Sophie as odd. Why would he—oh. Of course. 
One by one, the pieces began to fall into place. It was James. He was responsible for Lord Wendley’s strange behavior, the scoundrel. A wave of irritation washed over her, curling her hands into fists at her sides. 
“Thank you, Lord Dearborn,” Olivia said brightly, blissfully unaware of the murderous turn Sophie’s thoughts had taken. “I confess, it is one of my favorites. I am absolutely powerless to resist a bonnet with a jaunty feather.”
“I can see why,” he replied. “Jaunty suits you.” His eyes regarded her with warm admiration, and Olivia’s cheeks bloomed a becoming shade of rose, the compliment clearly pleasing her.
Sophie’s lips thinned into an unhappy line. This would not do. Perhaps she could claim she’d spotted another snake, or a stinging insect of some kind? Anything that would—
“Miss Everett?”
Her thoughts fled. Drat. She’d nearly forgotten about Lord Wendley. Had the man been talking about lettuce this entire time? 
She turned to face him and found him watching her expectantly. “I apologize, my lord. What was it you asked me?”
“I wondered if you had any interest in growing turnips in your garden,” he said, raising his bushy gray brows. “A remarkable vegetable, the turnip. Excellent for the digestion.” His hand went to his stomach and gave it a gentle pat, as one might bestow upon a beloved family dog.
Sophie’s lips parted as she once again attempted to set him straight, but Lord Wendley launched into a testimonial to the root vegetable before she could utter a single syllable. 
With a muted sigh, she turned to speak to Olivia, hoping to draw her into the conversation and away from James, thus killing two birds with one stone. But when she glanced over, she found her cousin was no longer there. 
Whipping her head over her shoulder so quickly she nearly strained her neck, she spotted them a few paces behind. Much to her dismay, Olivia was giggling, and the two looked deep in conversation, though she could not make out what they were saying. 
Reluctantly, she faced forward again, a muscle ticking in her jaw. 
And that was how she spent the remainder of the long trek back to Keswick House, straining for snatches of their conversation during the rare, too-brief moments when Lord Wendley paused for breath.
It was torture, plain and simple. 




Chapter Six
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Sophie awoke the following  morning with bleary eyes and an empty, grumbling belly. She rang for a maid and dressed as quickly as possible, certain she would feel right as rain after a cup of tea and a slice of warm bread with butter. 
Unfortunately, when she arrived at the breakfast room, she found she couldn’t go in.
Oh, there was nothing barring her from entering. The doors were wide open, and there was clear evidence of life inside: the hum of voices, the clatter of silverware, the occasional cough. Not to mention the mouth-watering aroma of seasoned potatoes wafting into the corridor, teasing her nostrils until her belly growled, demanding its morning feeding. 
She wanted to oblige. Unfortunately, Lord Wendley was in the breakfast room. 
And he was talking about turnips again. 
She’d endured the baron’s lecturing yesterday during the entire walk back from the folly, and then, after dinner, he’d followed her around the drawing room like a pup with a new toy, still waxing poetic about turnips. The planting of turnips, the growing of turnips, the fertilization of turnips.
Good heavens, that man could talk. He’d spent nearly half an hour on that vegetable alone before moving on to the merits of compost. And just as Sophie was beginning to consider the ramifications of smashing the sofa table over his head, Lady Keswick appeared like an angel from above with a request for Lord Wendley’s company at the card table. 
Somehow, Sophie has managed to resist falling to her knees and kissing the hem of the lady’s gown, but just barely. Lord Wendley, on the other hand, had seemed less enthused by the interruption. Discussing one’s life’s work with a captive audience was no doubt a heady experience, but one did not refuse a marchioness’s invitation to play whist, so he left Sophie with a regretful smile and the promise they would continue their discussion another time.
Sophie pressed a hand to her grumbling belly. Heavens, she was hungry. Perhaps she could find a maid who would be willing to go in and sneak out a plate of food for her. Surely it would be worth a try. 
“Why are you hovering outside the door like that?”
Whirling around, she found Emmy standing there, watching her with a quizzical expression on her face. 
“Keep your voice down,” she hissed. “Lord Wendley will hear you.” 
“Yes, ma’am,” Emmy whispered, clearly battling a smile. 
“It isn’t funny,” she hissed. “I’m skulking through the halls and missing breakfast just to avoid talking to the man. I feel ridiculous.”
“You are ridiculous. Why don’t you tell him you don’t care about vegetables? Or simply ask him to leave you alone?”
Sophie shook her head. “I could never do that.”
Emmy plunked her hands on her hips. “Why not?”
“Because he’s a nice man and I have no desire to hurt his feelings. Besides, none of this is his fault.”
Emmy cocked her head to one side. “What a peculiar thing to say. If Wendley isn’t at fault…who is?”
Drat. She’d said too much, and Emmy had noticed the slip, just as she always did.
“No one is at fault for anything,” she said hastily. “Forget I said that. I’m just hungry and irritable and—”
“And obviously hiding something,” Emmy said, crossing her arms over her chest.
Sophie sighed. She’d had no intention of telling anyone about James, not even Emmy, but knowing her friend as she did, the chance of her letting this go without a fight was slim at best. And Sophie had never been very good at lying. 
No, it would be easier to simply give in and tell all.   
“Come with me,” she said, heading for the neighboring door. 
Emmy followed her into the empty parlor and Sophie shut the door softly behind them before turning to face her. “Can you keep a secret?”
Emmy’s brow shot up, like a bloodhound’s nose sniffing at the air for a scent. “A secret? Oh, do tell.”
Sophie shook her head. “Not until you promise to keep this to yourself. You cannot say anything to anyone. Not Olivia, not your brother, not your mother. No one. Can you promise me that?”
“Of course I can.” Emmy’s hands went to her hips, an offended maiden. “I have kept secrets before, you know.”
“I’m sorry,” Sophie said with a rueful shrug. “I hate to call your honor into question, but you love gossip more than anything and I don’t want what I am about to share with you to be shared with anyone else.”
Emmy sniffed. “I admit, I do enjoy keeping abreast of the latest on dits, but a secret between friends is another matter entirely, and I would never betray your trust. Now”—she clasped her hands together—“tell me what it is I am forbidden from sharing with anyone.”
Sophie spent the next five minutes relaying the events of the last two days, with Emmy playing rapt audience.
“...then he foisted Lord Wendley on me under false pretenses so he could slip in and woo Olivia without interference.”
A smile tugged at Emmy’s lips. “You make him sound like the villain in a gothic novel.”
Sophie threw her a scowl. “I’m so glad you find this so amusing.”
“Apologies,” Emmy said, reaching out to squeeze Sophie’s shoulder. “I suppose I’m struggling to understand what your objections are to the match. Olivia could certainly do worse for herself than James.” 
“I suppose so,” she admitted begrudgingly. “But that doesn’t make him good enough for her.”
Emmy’s brows knit. “He’s an earl. And a young and handsome one at that. What possible objection could you have to—oh.”
Sophie frowned. “Oh? What, oh?” 
Probing gray eyes narrowed. “Are you…jealous?”
“What? No!” Sophie’s jaw fell open. “Why on earth would you think that?”
Emmy shrugged. “Well, you were in love with him once…”
Crossing her arms over her chest, Sophie glared at her. “That was a long time ago, as you well know, and I assure you, I haven’t the slightest interest in Lord Dearborn now.”
“Fine,” Emmy said, holding her hands up. “I believe you. But if it isn’t jealousy, why are you so set against his interest in Olivia?”  
“Because he doesn’t love her, and he never will. He doesn’t want to love her.”
Emmy frowned. “How do you know that?”
“I know because…” Sophie blew out a breath, reluctant to admit what she’d done. “I know because I heard him say it. He was talking to your brother and I…overheard some of their conversation.” 
Emmy’s brows shot up. “You eavesdropped on them?”
She winced. “Yes.” 
A slow grin split Emmy’s face. “I’ve never been prouder of you in my life,” she said, clapping her hands in delight. “What else did you hear?”
Sophie sighed, her lips firming into an unhappy line. “He said he wants a wife who will bear his children and spend his money. Those are his words, not mine. He wants a broodmare, Em.”
“It’s unromantic, I grant you, but hardly unusual,” Emmy said with a shrug. “And it isn’t all that surprising that he should wish to steer clear of love after losing his wife the way he did.”
“Yes, I know,” Sophie said, frustration sharpening her voice. “But Olivia deserves better than a loveless marriage. She deserves to marry the man she loves and I—” She broke off. Drat. She hadn’t meant to say that.
Emmy leaned forward, her eyes unblinking. “What do you mean, ‘the man she loves’? What man? Olivia is in love with someone? Why am I only just hearing about this?”
Sophie held her hands out, trying to stem the barrage of questions. “It isn’t what you think,” she said. “She hasn’t actually admitted it to me, but, yes, I do believe she is in love with someone.”
“Who?”
She hesitated, chewing on her bottom lip. “Griffin.”
“Griffin?” Emmy blinked. “My brother, Griffin?” 
The surprise in her voice was almost comical, though Sophie didn’t feel much like laughing. “I know what you’re thinking,” she said. “They bicker all the time and insult each other, and it seems they can barely stand to be in the same room together, so surely only a lunatic would believe they’re in love, but...”
She trailed off with a shake of her head. “I know all of that is merely an act. They love each other, but they’re too blind to see it, or too proud to admit to it…I don’t know. But I thought if I gave them a little push they would—”
“Fall into each other’s arms and stay there forever?” 
“Something like that.”
“Hm.” Emmy pressed her lips together, apparently thinking over everything she’d just learned.
Sophie clasped her hands behind her back and began to pace. “I know it is difficult to believe they have romantic feelings for each other, but—”
“It isn’t, actually,” Emmy interrupted. “As a matter of fact, I agree with you.”
Sophie stopped in her tracks.  “You do?”
Emmy nodded. “I’ve often wondered if there might be an attraction between them.”
Well, this was certainly surprising to hear. How long had she shared Sophie’s suspicions? 
“That being said,” Emmy went on, “this is Olivia and Griffin we’re talking about, two of the most stubborn people in all of Christendom. I sincerely doubt either of them can be pushed into anything, even if it’s something they both secretly want.”
“I know,” Sophie said, hating to admit it aloud, even though she’d had the same thought herself countless times before. “I know it could be a fool’s errand, but still, I have to try. She’s running out of time.”
Emmy nodded, well aware of Olivia’s father’s ultimatum. “So, what is your plan?”
Sophie threw her arms up. “I don’t know!” she cried. “I’d hoped to spend the week urging them together, but I hadn’t planned for the possibility that another guest would interfere.” She frowned. “James is determined to spend time with Olivia, and every minute she spends with him is a minute not spent with Griffin. I have to find a way to get rid of him.”
“It seems to me you have to get rid of Lord Wendley first,” Emmy pointed out.
“Lord Wendley,” Sophie groaned. “I’d almost forgotten about him. Oh, this whole situation is impossible!”
“Come,” Emmy said, reaching for her hand. “Let’s go and eat. Nothing seems so dire after a good breakfast.”
Sophie allowed herself to be pulled toward the door, but she slipped free just as Emmy reached for the doorknob. “You go on without me,” she said. “I’ll eat something later.”
Emmy turned to her. “Lord Wendley is bound to be gone by now.”
“I’m sure you’re right,” Sophie said, “but I’d rather not risk it. Besides, I’d like a few moments to myself to think things over before I join the other guests. I’ll meet you in the morning room in a little while.”
“Suit yourself,” Emmy said with a shrug. “But don’t tarry too long.” 
“I won’t. I promise.” 
Emmy nodded then made her way to the breakfast room as Sophie cast a furtive glance down either end of the corridor to ensure the coast was clear. 
Not a single disapproving aunt or garrulous baron to be seen. Excellent.
Slipping into the corridor, she headed in the opposite direction, careful to keep her steps light as the noise from the breakfast room faded behind her. She really ought to join the other guests. Delaying it, even for just a few minutes, was not the polite thing to do, but she didn’t care. She needed a few moments of solitude, and there was no better place for it than the Keswicks’ private library. 
As she reached the top of the stairs and followed the well-worn, blue-and-red carpet down the corridor she’d traversed a thousand times before, her steps quickened with anticipation. Books always made her feel better, even simply being around them, and the family library was her favorite room in the house. 
Slipping inside, she shut the door softly behind her and let her head thunk against the smooth wood, her eyes falling closed.  
Silence. Wonderful, blissful silence. 
She couldn’t stay long, of course. Emmy was right: if she did not make an appearance soon, Aunt Augusta would come looking for her, and she definitely didn’t want that. 
Ten minutes. She would stay for just ten minutes and then she would join the others in the morning room. Hopefully by then she would have some idea of how to get rid of Lord Wendley and then— 
“Good morning, Miss Everett.”
Her eyes flew open and she shot upright, banging her elbow on the door. She winced, rubbing the sore spot with her hand as her gaze fell on James, watching her from across the room. He was the picture of male contentment sitting by the hearth in his large leather chair, one ankle propped up on the opposite knee, a newspaper resting in his lap.
Dash it all, what was he doing here?
“You seem rather jumpy this morning,” he murmured, his voice laced with amusement. “One might almost think you came in here to hide from someone.”
Sophie’s teeth clenched, but she refused to lose her temper with him again, no matter how much he tested it. “I don’t know what you mean,” she said, pushing away from the door. “This is a library. Obviously, I’ve come for a book.”
To prove it, she crossed the Aubusson carpet to the bookshelves and began perusing the titles with exaggerated interest, trying to ignore his presence and failing miserably. 
“This is, indeed, a library,” James said, his soft chuckle plucking at her nerves. “And, coincidentally, one of the few rooms your Lord Wendley is unlikely to visit.” He clucked his tongue. “The baron is not a great reader, I’m afraid.”
Her jaw worked. “He is not my Lord Wendley, as you well know.”
“Isn’t he? Hm. You two looked awfully cozy last night.”
Sophie’s throat ached with the effort to hold her tongue. He was trying to provoke her—she knew it and he knew it—but she would not give him the satisfaction of a reaction. Redoubling her efforts to ignore him, she clasped her hands behind her back and gazed up at the books, though her mind barely registered the words on the bindings, too distracted to concentrate.
She ought to leave, of course. She should have left the moment James made his presence known. If they were discovered together, if she was found here, alone and unchaperoned with a single man who was not her kin, she could be ruined. 
Still…she stayed. She couldn’t leave, not yet. If she left now it would look as though she were retreating in defeat, that she was intimidated by him, which she absolutely was not. 
Her lips pursed. For pity’s sake, why had she come here? Why had she not simply returned to her own bedchamber? She would have avoided Lord Wendley there—and James, too—and those ten minutes of solitude she’d been seeking would have been hers. 
Instead, she was here, hungry and irritated and trapped.
“He’s a decent sort, Lord Wendley,” James said conversationally, as if she wasn’t blatantly ignoring him. “Not one hint of scandal attached to his name, which is rather impressive, considering his age.” 
Sophie pulled a book from the shelves and began flipping through the pages. Do not respond. Eventually he will grow bored with this and leave you be.
“His coffers are full, too,” he continued. “And he owns property all over the country. You could do far worse.”
Her lips parted on a silent gasp. Surely, he wasn’t serious? Surely, he wasn’t actually suggesting she consider Wendley for a husband? The man was nearly three times her age and his breath smelled of garlic! Marriage to such a man would be intolerable.
“I suppose he can be overly enthusiastic about his vegetables,” James said, his newspaper crinkling. “But, with time, I think you could learn to love gardening nearly as much as he does. I understand the pastime can be wonderfully restorative, and…”
For pity’s sake, enough.
“Thank you, my lord, for your advice,” she bit out through gritted teeth. “But, please, do not let me keep you from your paper. I’ve taken up too much of your precious time already.” 
And, with that, she turned her back to him. 




Chapter Seven
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As hints went, it  was decidedly unsubtle. James sat back in his seat with a smile as Sophie resumed her efforts at ignoring him.
She was grumpy this morning and he could understand why. Wendley had monopolized her time the entire walk back from the folly, and then he’d pestered her most of the evening after dinner, until Lady Keswick took pity on her and pried him away. 
Of course, by then James had already found the answers he was looking for. Sophie’s detainment had granted him ample opportunity to speak with her cousin, and the time he’d spent with Lady Olivia had proved more than encouraging. They’d discussed a variety of topics, and he found her to be an intelligent and charming young lady, one who would almost certainly make him an excellent wife. 
And, for some reason, her cousin disapproved of the match.
He’d caught Sophie glaring daggers at him more than once last night, though he wasn’t quite sure what she resented more: his time spent with Olivia, or her own spent with Wendley. 
If he were a better man, he would probably regret his actions, but he had no time for additional regrets. Besides, the little termagant deserved it. He knew very little of the woman she’d become over the last eight years, but he’d suspected (and hoped) that she was unchanged in one way, at least.
Sophie was inherently polite, always had been, ever since she was a little girl, and he’d hoped if he could find some way to foist Wendley on her, she would be too mannered to tell him to clear off. He’d been right. This behavior was, perhaps, a bit unflattering—not to mention, ungentlemanly—for a grown man of thirty years, but he couldn’t seem to help himself. She annoyed the hell out of him, and that annoyed him almost as much, that this quiet, bookish girl somehow managed to get under his skin.
It was an anomaly, and he did not care for anomalies. 
With a frown, he gazed at Sophie again, studying her this time, like a scientist analyzing an elusive creature in its natural habitat. She stood with her hands clasped behind her back, her face tilted up as she scanned the row of books before her, seemingly engrossed in the task, though he’d wager a guinea she was more concerned with ignoring him than finding her next read. 
She shifted on her feet then, stepping into a beam of sunlight streaming in through a window, and his gaze flicked to her hair, lingering on the chestnut locks she’d pulled back into a tidy bun, gleaming now beneath the sun’s glow like threads of molten amber. He was struck with the sudden desire to see those curls loose and tumbling down her back in soft, lustrous tendrils and—Christ above, what was he doing?
Tearing his gaze away, he tossed the newspaper aside with an impatient grunt, his lips twisting into a frown. What in blazes was wrong with him? 
Not enough coffee this morning, that was it. Or not enough sleep last night. 
Suddenly restless, he surged to his feet and stalked to the bookshelves, pausing before a collection of volumes of philosophical essays. 
Sophie stiffened as he came up beside her, but she did not glance his way, still determined to ignore him. 
Well, he’d had quite enough of that. She would talk to him again, whether she wanted to or not.
“You have only yourself to blame, you know,” he murmured, pulling a volume off the shelf and casually flipping through its pages. “For Wendley, I mean.” 
“What an interesting interpretation of events,” she said with no small amount of sarcasm. 
“I did warn you not to interfere.”
“And I warned you that you are wasting your time with my cousin.” Her tone was sharper now, though her gaze never left the books. “You may do what you like to me, my lord, but none of it will make one bit of difference. Olivia will not marry you.”
“Because you forbid it?” He smiled, amused by the notion.
“Because I know her, and I know what she wants.”
And you are not it.
The words seemed to hang in the air between them, unspoken but no less plain, and James struggled to maintain his smile as irritation thrummed through his veins, urging him to retaliate. To punish her.
With an ease he did not feel, he slipped the book back onto the shelf then clasped his hands behind his back, peering up at the row of volumes above him. “Right,” he said, drawing the word out. “I think I understand now.”
A long beat of silence followed and then, as if she couldn’t help herself: “Understand what?”
He could feel her gaze on him. “You’re afraid your cousin might be tempted.”
“Tempted? By you?” She gave a soft snort. “Don’t be absurd.”
He turned to face her and leaned his shoulder against the shelf as she gave him her profile. “Come now,” he said, folding his arms over his chest. “I’m hardly an ogre. Even you liked me once.” 
She sniffed. “Did I? I can’t remember.”
“Followed me around like a little shadow, you did. Spying on me, reciting sonnets in my honor—”
“One sonnet,” she sniped. “There was only one.”
“And you even tried to kiss me once.” 
This had her whirling to face him, her lips parted in outrage, a lock of chestnut hair slipping free of its pins to curl against her bright pink cheek. “I did no such thing!”
He smiled. “But I’d wager you wanted to.”
Her gaze dipped to his mouth before darting away, and then her chin came up, boldly defiant, even as the flush in her cheeks darkened to crimson. “Maybe I did,” she said, the words stiff, “but I was only fourteen at the time. Hardly a discerning judge of character.”
“Oh, I see,” he said, his smile deepening. “You simply didn’t know any better, is that it?”
“Precisely.”
“But, of course, now you do.”
Her lips dipped into an affronted frown. “Of course,” she said. “I’m no longer a girl of fourteen, my lord, and you are not nearly as—as irresistible as you seem to think you are.“ Her brows rose with impressive haughtiness. “In fact, I think you are rather—”
James brought his hand up, quelling her words as he captured the stray strand between his thumb and forefinger. He gave the silken tendril a gentle tug, eliciting a satisfying little shiver when he deliberately grazed her cheek with his bare fingertips.
“You think I’m rather what, Miss Everett?” he murmured, the words just above a whisper. 
“I think you are...” She swallowed hard. “I think...”
A grin tugged at his lips. She couldn’t remember. It would seem the lady was not as immune to his charms as she would have him believe.
Slowly, and with torturous intent, he brushed the wayward lock behind her ear, tracing his thumb along the curve of her earlobe. Her tongue darted out to wet her lips, drawing his gaze to her lush mouth, the plump, rosy flesh of her bottom lip, the teasing little dimple calling to him like siren song.
Sophie had the mouth of a courtesan, and he wanted a taste. He wanted to press her up against the books and show her all the wicked ways she might use that termagant’s tongue of hers, the delicious pleasures those lush, pink lips could give a man, the indecent acts—damn it all, what was the matter with him?
Aghast, he snatched his arm away and stepped back, horror washing over him at just how close he’d come to kissing her.
No, he denied. He was being absurd. There was no way he would have gone through with it. He had no interest in touching Sophie Everett, and the sooner he put her in her place, the sooner he could leave her, and this blasted library behind.
Crossing his arms over his chest, he cocked his head to one side and peered at her. “You seem to have lost your train of thought,” he drawled, lacing the words with amusement.
She blinked up at him—once, twice, a third time—as if clearing the haze from her mind as color slowly bloomed in her cheeks, angry slashes of red that signaled a dawning realization. The realization that he’d meant to embarrass her. That he’d played her for a fool.  
Hastily, she stepped back, clutching the book in her hands to her chest like a shield. Her gaze locked on his, and the fury blazing in her eyes, the loathing, hit him like a punch to the gut, and his amusement withered.
“I don’t know what your game is, but it will not work,” she said, her voice low and fierce. “I will not be cowed, and my cousin will not marry you. She deserves a man who will make her laugh and keep her safe, and—and cherish her, always.”
Her chin came up and she looked down her nose at him. “We both know you are not that man. And I will not allow you to trick her into believing that you are.”
And with that, she swept past him and quit the room, leaving James alone with the silence and an uncomfortable ache in his chest that felt an awful lot like shame.
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James’s face drifted through her mind—the condescending smile, the superior arch to his brow—and a fresh wave of outrage washed over her, boiling her blood.
How dare he trifle with her like that, as if this was all just a game to him, as if she were nothing but a trinket to play with, a diversion for his amusement. He’d done it to put her in her place, she knew. It was a display of dominance, intended to rattle her nerves and throw her off balance and, dash it all, it had worked. 
He’d fooled her, and for one humiliating moment she’d actually thought he was going to kiss her. Even more humiliating was the undeniable fact that she’d wanted him to.
Shame coursed through her, scorching her face, and she paused in her walk to the morning room to lean against the wall and close her eyes. 
What was the matter with her? How in heaven’s name could she have wanted him to kiss her? Him? She didn’t even like the man! He was arrogant and patronizing and aggravating, and he’d made his less-than-favorable opinion of her more than clear these past few days.
So, how had she been so easily fooled? 
He was pursuing her cousin, for pity’s sake. Of course he hadn’t intended to kiss her. Nor had she wanted him to. Oh, she might have thought she’d wanted him to, but it was obvious now that she was simply swept up in the moment, rendered immobile by the shock of it all.  
She hadn’t actually been tempted, though. Not really. If he had kissed her, she would have slapped him across the face and bolted from the room in a rush of maidenly outrage. She was sure of it.
And she was proud of herself for speaking her mind. Even after he’d played his cruel trick on her—even with her nerves rattled and her cheeks blazing with embarrassment—she’d still managed to work up the nerve to tell him what she thought of him, to tell him, in no uncertain terms, that he would never have her cousin because he could never give her what she wanted.  
A smile touched her lips as she thought of the look on his face when she’d said those words. He had not been pleased with her. She didn’t much care, though. He’d needed to hear the truth, and she did not regret giving it to him.
Perhaps now he would finally see for himself that he wasn’t the right man for Olivia. Perhaps now he would finally give up his foolish pursuit of her.
Then again, perhaps not.
As it turned out, the Earl of Dearborn was even more muleheaded than Sophie had thought.
Even after their conversation in the library, he refused to stand down, as evidenced that evening in the drawing room when he gallantly turned the pages for Olivia as she played a song on the pianoforte. And then again later, when he sat with her by the fire and talked of who-knew-what for far too long, while Sophie, still saddled with a certain baron’s unrelenting attention, was powerless to do anything about it.  
Worse still, Olivia didn’t appear to mind James’s notice. One might say she’d even seemed to enjoy it. Griffin hadn’t looked to mind it much, either—at least, not overtly—but Sophie had caught him more than once watching the pair together, and while he never did anything so obvious as scowl at them, his gaze never strayed from Olivia for longer than a minute or two, and that said all there was to say, so far as Sophie was concerned. 
Now if only the idiot man would do something about it! 
She knew he was stubborn and prideful—he was a man, after all, not to mention a marquess—but surely he would sooner swallow his pride and confess his feelings than sit back and watch the woman he loved marry another man!
Wouldn’t he?




Chapter Eight
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That very question was  still haunting Sophie’s thoughts the following afternoon in the morning room as she tried—and failed—to focus on the book lying in her lap. 
Olivia was seated beside her on the blue silk sofa, busily working on her embroidery—a basket of flowers, by the looks of it—but Emmy was absent, presumably off somewhere with her mother. 
Aunt Augusta sat across the room in a cluster of chairs with Lady Gibbons and Mrs. Roderick, while their daughters, Penelope and Maria Gibbons, and Isabelle Roderick, sat perched together like three little sparrows at the large bay window overlooking the rear gardens.
There was a general air of gaiety in the room, but Sophie wasn’t much in the mood for conversation, or cheer. She hadn’t slept well last night, and it was no wonder, considering James was still bothering Olivia and Lord Wendley was still bothering her. 
The baron had followed her around the drawing room last night, materializing at her side again and again like a cheerfully determined specter, and she had no idea how to put a stop to it. 
Emmy thought she should simply tell him to leave her alone—as if there was anything simple about that—but she couldn’t bring herself to do it. She couldn’t hurt his feelings like that.
Which was strange, considering she had no compunction with hurting James’s feelings. She’d been rather blunt with him yesterday in the library—almost to the point of rudeness—and even now she felt not an ounce of guilt over it. 
But then, she supposed there was a difference between being rude to James and, well, anyone else. She didn’t care about hurting his feelings, which was obviously why it was so much easier to speak her mind with him. That, and the fact that he seemed to enjoy provoking her, although why he enjoyed it so much was beyond her understanding. 
If she thought he cared one whit about her opinion, she might suspect it was because she disapproved of him and he resented her for it, but the notion was too ridiculous to believe. He’d made it patently clear how little he valued her opinion.
“Sophie, close your book and listen to me.” Emmy sank onto the sofa, her gray eyes alight with excitement. “I have news.” 
Sophie sat up, fighting a smile. There was nothing Emmy loved more than being the bearer of news. 
“What is it, Em?” Olivia asked, clutching her embroidery hoop as she leaned forward to see around Sophie. “What news?”
Emmy grinned. “Lord Wendley is leaving us.”
Sophie stared at her, certain she had misheard. “I beg your pardon?”
“Lord Wendley is leaving.”
She blinked. “But…why? When?”
“Today,” Emmy said. “Now. His things are being packed even as we speak.”
Stunned, Sophie shook her head. Lord Wendley was leaving? Surely it was too good to be true. “I don’t understand,” she said. “He made no mention last night of leaving.”
“An express came for him early this morning,” Emmy said, her voice hushed. “Apparently his mother has injured her ankle, and while it isn’t serious, he says he must go to her and make sure she is well.” 
Olivia smiled. “His devotion to her is really rather sweet, isn’t it?”
“The baron adores his mother,” Sophie said with an absentminded nod. “He must be terribly anxious to see her.”
Lady Wendley was a favorite topic of conversation for the gentleman, second only to his vegetables, of course. 
“Is that all you have to say?” Emmy demanded, clearly dissatisfied with the reception her news had received. “Are you not pleased?” 
“Of course, I’m pleased,” Sophie said. “I’m thrilled. It’s just a bit of a shock, that’s all.”
Emmy sat back, arching her brows. “Are you certain that’s all it is? Lord Wendley has become a rather ardent admirer of yours,” she said, her eyes twinkling. “It would be perfectly understandable if a part of you was sorry to see him go.” 
Sophie rolled her eyes. “Oh, yes. I’m positively despondent.”
“Oh, dear,” Olivia said with an exaggerated frown. “Did you two have plans to share a blanket at tomorrow’s picnic? What a shame. It would have made a wonderfully romantic setting for a marriage proposal.”
“Hilarious, the both of you,” Sophie muttered through a begrudging smile.
“Well,” Emmy said, rising to her feet, “now that I’ve relayed the good news, I’m off in search of my mother. I suspect she’ll want my assistance in planning tomorrow’s picnic, and it’s always best to find her before she goes looking for me.” 
She flashed a saucy wink and then, with a swish of her mint green skirts, she quit the room.
Sophie fell back against the sofa cushion, shaking her head in amazement. Lord Wendley was leaving. The words were like a balm on her soul. She could move about the house freely again. She could enter rooms and round corners without fear he would be there, waiting for her, ready to pounce.
“Well, this is certainly good news.” Olivia sat back and glanced over at Sophie. “I feel very sorry for his mother, of course, but…” She trailed off with a rueful shrug.
“Yes, so do I,” Sophie said. “But I can’t help feeling grateful to her, too. I was prepared to feign an illness to get out of tomorrow’s picnic, but now I won’t have to. I might even enjoy it now.”
“I have no idea what you did to bewitch Lord Wendley so, but he is obviously smitten with you,” Olivia said, chuckling. She held up a hand. “Not that he needs a specific reason to be smitten with you—we all know how wonderful you are—but his interest did seem to come out of nowhere. I still cannot understand where he got the idea that you intended to start a garden of your own.” She shook her head. “It’s all very strange.”
Sophie gave a weak nod. “Yes. Very strange, indeed.”
Olivia returned to her embroidery, and Sophie tried her best to ignore the wave of guilt washing over her. She hated lying to her cousin, hated keeping things from her, and she’d wondered more than once if she should tell her of James’s interest. 
She didn’t want to. She didn’t want Olivia distracted, and she’d hoped she could make the problem go away before her cousin even suspected he might be interested in her. Unfortunately, nothing had gone as planned this week. 
With a sigh, she shoved her troubles from her mind and gazed down at her book, intending to give it another go when…
“Oh, my goodness!”
“Gracious me, look at that!”
A cacophony of squeals filled the room, and Sophie followed the noise to the bay window where the trio of young ladies were gathered, staring through the glass with rapt attention, their gazes fixed on some unknown subject with predatory intensity.
Sophie exchanged a bemused glance with Olivia. What on earth had them so excited?
“Dearborn sits a horse beautifully, doesn’t he?” Maria Gibbons’ sigh could surely be heard in the next county.  
“Oh, yes,” Miss Roderick breathed. “He is magnificent.”
“The man or the horse?” Olivia quipped from the corner of her mouth.
Sophie’s lips twitched with suppressed humor. 
“I think Lord Dearborn must be the handsomest man in all of England,” Miss Maria announced with great authority. “Nay, in the entire kingdom!”
Oh, for pity’s sake. Sophie barely restrained the urge to roll her eyes.
“I agree wholeheartedly,” Miss Roderick said, nodding vigorously. “Why, he’s so dashing I forget how to breathe when he’s near. His eyes are absolutely gorgeous.”
“And he loved his wife so desperately that he’s still mourning her loss,” Maria said with another dreamy sigh. “It’s so romantic.”
Sophie let out a low groan. This was simply too much to bear. She’d been in such high spirits, too, after the news of Lord Wendley’s departure, and now this—this drivel about James had all but ruined her good mood. Dratted man.
“Lord Dearborn is not the handsomest man in the kingdom,” Penelope Gibbons said, never one to pass up an opportunity to contradict her younger sister. “Why, he isn’t half so handsome as the Marquess of Keswick.”
“Ouch!” Olivia yelped as her embroidery hoop fell to her lap.
“Are you all right?” Sophie asked.
“I’m fine,” she grumbled around her pricked forefinger. “Absolutely marvelous.”
“...then you may have the marquess, sister dear,” Miss Maria was saying. “And I will take Lord Dearborn.”
Miss Roderick giggled. “Regrettably, neither gentleman seems to be looking for a bride at the moment.”
“Then I shall wait for him,” Maria said firmly. “Forever, if I have to.”
Sophie’s brows rose. The girl seemed perfectly serious, a fact her mother seemed to notice, as well. 
“You will do no such thing, Maria Grace!” Lady Gibbons scolded. “Now, come away from that window at once before you’re seen. Gently-bred young ladies do not ogle.”
“Yes, Mama.” Maria sighed before joining her mother on the sofa, where Lady Gibbons spent the next several moments explaining, quite firmly, that shopping for a husband was like shopping for a gown. One could only purchase that which was for sale.
Sophie smiled to herself. She would wager this was not the first time the young lady had heard such a lecture. 
“Miss Maria seems like quite a handful,” she muttered to Olivia under her breath.
“Yes, she certainly does,” Olivia said, looking up from her injured finger. “Apparently, Dearborn told Lady Keswick he isn’t looking to marry again any time soon, but I think he was fibbing. I think he said that to avoid being pursued by silly girls like Maria Gibbons.” She shook her head. “One shudders to think what that girl would do if he really was looking for a bride.”
Sophie chuckled. “Her mother would have to lock her away in the attic for the rest of the week.”
They had only just met the Gibbons sisters, but it was evident Miss Maria was a spirited young woman. When she discovered James was looking for a bride, she would not be bashful about making her interest known.
The thought nearly made her laugh out loud. Maria Gibbons was a sweet girl, but too talkative by half, and more than a little featherbrained. James would not welcome her attentions.
Of course, if Olivia was right and he did mean to keep his marriage plans a secret for now, Maria wouldn’t find out for several more days, possibly even weeks.
Unless, of course, someone told her sooner.
Worrying her bottom lip with her teeth, Sophie considered the idea. Could she do it? Should she do it? She had never betrayed a secret before, but…was it really a betrayal if she’d never promised not to tell?  
Besides, after what James had done to her, unleashing a lovelorn Maria Gibbons on him was no less than he deserved. In fact, it was exactly what he deserved. He was more than willing to fight dirty to get what he wanted and, since he obviously had no intention of renouncing his pursuit of her cousin, Sophie had no choice but to fight back even dirtier. 
All was fair in love and house parties, after all. 




Chapter Nine
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It was a perfect day  for a picnic. The sun shone high in the sky, warm and mild, and an occasional breeze kicked up, tousling the grass with invisible fingers. 
James popped the last bite of his apple tartlet into his mouth and leaned back on his hands, stretching his legs out on the woolen blanket. 
“I’d forgotten what a treasure Mrs. Gandry is,” he said, licking the crumbs from his lips. “I might have to steal her away from you, Griff.”
“Don’t even think about it!” Emmy said, scowling at him from across the blanket. “Mrs. Gandry is ours.” 
“Don’t worry, Em,” Griff said as he tossed his napkin into the basket beside her. “James knows she would never leave us. She adores us too much.”
“Oh, I think I could tempt her away with the right incentive.” James glanced at Emmy with laughing eyes, and she arched her brows in reply. 
“Try it,” she said, “and I will murder you in your sleep.” 
He chuckled. Mrs. Gandry had served as Cook at Keswick House for so long she was almost a member of the family, and no amount of money would induce her to leave them, though many had tried over the years. 
Rumor had it even Lady Augusta had once threatened to steal her away (in a moment of weakness brought on by an apparently transportive chocolate torte) and it was only her long-standing friendship with the marchioness that kept her from making Mrs. Gandry an offer.
The woman’s culinary abilities were legendary, but James had no real interest in stealing her away. He’d only wanted to rile up Emmy, and it had worked.
“God’s teeth, I can’t eat another bite.” Griffin groaned and rubbed a hand over his stomach.
“How one person can consume as much food as you just have is beyond my understanding,” Emmy said before taking a dainty bite of tartlet. 
“Of course, it is. You eat like a bird. It takes you hours to finish a meal.”
“At least I chew my food,” she said archly.
“You peck at your food,” Griff shot back.
This earned him a bread roll square on the nose, but he only grinned and ripped a chunk out of it with his teeth.
“I thought you couldn’t eat another bite!” Emmy cried, laughing.
Griff simply shrugged and finished off the roll.
Chuckling softly, James shook his head, and said, “Aren’t you two a little old for such behavior?”
“One is never too old to torment one’s sister,” Griff said archly. “It’s one of the few benefits to having a sibling.” 
“Oh, how sweet you are, brother dear,” Emmy cooed. “I struggle to think of even one.”
James gave a bark of laughter, but Griff merely rolled his eyes, his response of choice whenever his sister bested him at a battle of wits, which occurred with greater frequency than he’d care to admit. 
“Now, then,” Emmy said, clasping her hands together, “who wants to play battledore and shuttlecock with me?”
Griff shook his head. “Count me out.” 
“But why? You love battledore!”
“I ate too much,” he said, patting his stomach.
She flashed him a frown before turning to James, her gray eyes large and beseeching. “Will you play with me, James? Please?”
He swallowed a sigh. Truth be told, he’d rather take a nap, but she looked so bloody hopeful he hadn’t the heart to refuse her. “Yes, I’ll play with you,” he said with only a hint of reticence.
“Marvelous!” She clasped her hands together and beamed at him. “Stay here while I fetch the racquets.” She made for the giant oak tree where her mother was sitting with some of the other matrons, practically dashing across the lawn, as if she feared James would change his mind. 
“You gave in rather easily,” Griff said, covering a yawn with his hand. “I thought you hated battledore.”
James shrugged. “We both know she would have badgered me until I said yes. This way was easier.”
“Fair point.” 
“Is she still a sore loser?”
“Oh, yes,” Griff said, chuckling. “That hasn’t changed.”
James shook his head and smiled. He hadn’t competed against Emmy for years, but she was always fiercely competitive, even as a little girl, and she absolutely hated to lose.
He should probably let her win today.
“So…how goes it with Olivia?” Griffin asked a moment later. “Aren’t you meant to be wooing her? I should’ve thought you’d rather play lawn bowls.” 
James looked at the group of young people some distance away, where Lady Olivia was awaiting her turn, laughing and chatting with the two gentlemen flanking her on either side. 
“Too crowded,” he said. 
“I did warn you,” Griffin said as he stretched out on his back and draped an arm over his eyes. “She attracts admirers like bees to honey.”
There was a thread of censure in his voice, as if her popularity were a show of bad manners, like eating with one’s knife or belching in church.
“Being popular is hardly a hanging offense, Griff.”
“I suppose you’re right. Anyway, my opinion is moot. You’re the one marrying the girl.”
“I haven’t proposed yet,” James muttered.
But he would, probably. The handful of conversations they’d shared had been encouraging and he looked forward to spending more time with her, but he was in no great hurry. He would continue testing the waters during these last few days of the house party, and then he would pick up where he left off once the Season began.
He’d learned a thing or two about Olivia this week. She might be charming and gregarious, but she was pragmatic, too, and did not suffer fools gladly. He suspected that every proposal she’d rejected before had been hastily made, by some idiot who fancied himself in love with her after knowing her only a few short hours. A half-wit would realize it was her face and figure he fancied, and Olivia was no half-wit.
But then, neither was James. He knew he would need to take a different approach if he hoped to win her hand, so he would forgo the flowers and flattery for now and focus instead on simply befriending her. 
In a month or so, if she seemed amenable to the idea, he would ask for her hand. Her aunt would be ecstatic, he knew, as would the marchioness. Yes, he thought, the match would be a good one, and it would make many people very happy, indeed.
With one notable exception. 
Furious green eyes flashed through his mind. No, Miss Everett would not be happy with the match and he still wasn’t sure precisely why. Or why he cared. 
He hadn’t exchanged a single word with her since their encounter in the library, but he’d revisited the things she’d said to him more than a few times and still he couldn’t make sense of it.
Why was she so certain he had no intention of offering Olivia a love match? It was true, of course, but how did she know that? James certainly hadn’t told her, and he knew Griffin well enough to know he could be trusted with his secrets. 
He stifled a sigh, disgusted with himself for thinking of her again. 
He didn’t even like the girl. She was haughty and meddlesome and annoying as hell. And with Lord Wendley gone—stroke of bad luck, that—James was all but guaranteed more time with her, whether he liked it or not.
It was a pity they were at opposite ends of things. He might have felt differently about her if they weren’t. She was obviously intelligent and clever—too clever, probably—and her loyalty to her cousin was admirable, in an abstract sort of way.
And she had the greenest eyes he’d ever seen, eyes that met his boldly, even when she was insulting him. 
Those eyes had darkened with desire at his touch, and her lips had parted, anticipating his kiss. She didn’t like him, but she’d wanted him to kiss her, and this satisfied him somehow.
Not that he would have done it, of course—he hadn’t even been tempted. Not really. It was a fleeting moment of insanity brought on by the heat of battle, nothing more.
“Well,” Griff said, chuckling, “if you decide against Olivia, I can name at least one young lady who would gladly take her place.” He’d rolled onto his side and was propped up on an elbow, gazing in the direction of the lawn bowlers. 
James followed his gaze and found Maria Gibbons staring openly at him. She noticed his attention on her and began fiddling with her bonnet strings, twirling them around her fingers like a practiced coquette.
He frowned. She’d done much the same thing last night, tossing longing glances and flirtatious smiles his way, and it seemed to come out of nowhere. It was damned odd. 
“I’ll pass, thanks,” he said. “Besides”—he arched a brow at Griff—“your mother invited her for you, not me. I doubt she would appreciate my pilfering your potential brides from you.”
“Bah. She wouldn’t—”
“All right, James, come along!” Emmy called out as she walked up, two racquets and a bird clutched in her hands. 
He sighed. “Aren’t we too old for children’s games?” 
“Of course not! One is supposed to play games at a picnic,” she said firmly. “And when, precisely, did you become such an old spoilsport?”
“I’m not a spoilsport,” he grumbled as he climbed to his feet.
“Then prove it.” She tossed the racquet to him, and James sighed again as he caught it.
“Yes, go on, James,” Griff needled. “Give the young ladies something to gawp at.”
Tossing his so-called friend a scowl, James climbed to his feet and followed after Emmy, racquet in hand, Griff’s laughter dogging his every grudging footstep. 
[image: image-placeholder]With her head bent over her book, Sophie stole another peek at Maria Gibbons from beneath her lashes and let out an irritated puff of breath. She wanted to growl her frustration, but she dared not, lest she wake Aunt Augusta, who was slouched beside her against the trunk of the oak tree, snoring softly, her cane cradled in her hands like a beloved ragdoll. 
Evidently the afternoon meal had made her sleepy. 
It was just as well, for it afforded Sophie the opportunity to watch Maria’s progress without distraction, although, truth be told, there’d been very little to report thus far. When she’d pulled Maria aside yesterday and shared her ‘suspicions’ that James was looking for a wife, she’d assumed the girl would follow him around like an overeager puppy. 
Unfortunately, all she’d done so far was throw longing glances his way and slink past him once or twice in the hopes he would notice. 
He hadn’t. 
He’d settled on one of the blankets some time ago, eating and chatting with Emmy and Griff, seemingly unaware of the attention he’d been receiving for the better part of an hour. Not surprising, given Maria’s too-subtle efforts. She was motivated, certainly, but like most unmarried ladies of Quality, she was untried in the role of seductress. 
Not that Sophie wanted her to attempt a seduction, of course. Nor was she likely to do such a thing. Maria was spirited, but she wasn’t reckless. At least, Sophie didn’t think she was reckless, but in all honesty, she knew very little about the girl. 
Her brow furrowed as an uncomfortable truth dawned. When she’d formulated this plan she’d thought only of hampering James’s efforts with Olivia, of how delightful it would be to watch him fend off the attentions of a lovelorn maiden. 
She’d given no thought whatever to Maria, or how the whole business would affect her. Guilt plucked at her conscience. She was using the girl to further her own ends, wielding her infatuation like a weapon, and the realization did not sit well with her. 
Still, Maria would have learned of James’s intentions eventually, so, really, all Sophie had done was hurry the process along a little. 
Besides, it was too late to undo it. All she could do now was hope for the best and let the chips fall where they may. 
“I believe I told you to leave that book in your bedchamber, Sophie Everett. What is it doing here?”
Oh, dear. Aunt Augusta was awake. 
Turning to her with a disarming smile, she said, “Did you have a nice nap, Aunt?”
“I wasn’t sleeping,” Aunt Augusta groused, as if only weaklings took naps. “And do not think you can distract me with questions, girl. Why are you here with the chaperones instead of there”—she thrust her chin toward the party of lawn bowlers—“with the single young men? You’re meant to be hunting for a husband, you know.”
Oh, she knew. She was reminded of it at least a hundred times a day. “I know I am, but, well…you know how easily I freckle in the sun.”
“A freckled nose should be the least of your worries, my dear,” Aunt Augusta said with a raised brow. “I realize you have no designs on any of the gentlemen here, but it would do you good to spend some time with a bachelor or two before the Season begins. This is an excellent opportunity to improve upon your flirting.”
Sophie smothered a grimace. “Yes, Aunt.”
“Good girl.” She gave Sophie’s knee a pat before turning to help herself to a glass of lemonade. 
Sophie pursed her lips against the urge to sigh. It was a tad insulting that her aunt was so certain her flirting skills needed improving, but she supposed she couldn’t blame her for thinking so. Single gentlemen rarely spoke to her, and the few who had were not the sort to inspire her flirtatious side, assuming she even had one. 
 She knew getting married was expected of her—it was expected of every young lady—and she knew how much it would please her aunt if she found a husband of her own, but she couldn’t worry about that now. Not yet. Olivia’s future came first.
And in order to secure her cousin’s happiness, she first had to get rid of James. 
Glancing across the lawn, she spotted him a short distance off, playing battledoor and shuttlecock with Emmy. She bit back a grin. Even from this distance, his lack of enthusiasm was obvious. Clearly Emmy had badgered him into playing. 
Maria Gibbons was still with the lawn bowlers, still watching James with covetous eyes, but she seemed unsure of herself, as if debating her next move. 
Sophie nibbled on her bottom lip. What could she do to push this along? Should she go to her and offer encouragement? Or perhaps she should simply—
But wait. She sat up. 
Maria was on the move.
With bated breath, she tracked the girl’s progress as she crossed the lawn one purposeful step at a time. Was she going to James? 
Anticipation coursed through her as Maria closed in on him, and she felt a surge of triumph as the girl came to a stop beside him. Finally! 
Maria clasped her hands at her front and watched as he and Emmy volleyed the bird back and forth, a bright smile curving her lips. Emmy caught the bird in one hand and greeted Maria with words Sophie couldn’t hear. The girl nodded her head as she replied, motioning to the bird and racquets with her hands.
Emmy held them out to her, clearly suggesting she take her place, and Maria accepted the offering with enthusiasm, taking the instruments before turning to James to speak—
But it was no good. The dratted man was already retreating, shoving his racquet into Emmy’s now-empty hands and sketching a bow before Maria uttered even one word to him. 
Drat. Sophie sat back against the tree with a muted grunt of frustration. The girl had finally—finally!—plucked up the courage to approach him and he’d foiled her efforts with ease. Stupid man.
“Sophie?”
She looked up. “Hm?”
Her aunt’s lips pressed together. “You haven’t heard a word I’ve said, have you?” 
Sophie grimaced. “I’m sorry. What did you say?” 
Aunt Augusta clucked her tongue, but her hazel eyes were only slightly scolding. “Never mind, dear, I—ah, Dearborn!”
Sophie stiffened and quickly schooled her features. For a large man, James was surprisingly stealthy. She hadn’t even heard him approach.
“Heavens, you look positively done in, my boy,” Aunt Augusta said. “Have a seat here in the shade and enjoy a cool glass of lemonade, won’t you?”
Sophie’s fingers clenched around the edges of her book. Oh, yes, she thought grumpily. By all means, let’s offer the enemy refreshments.
Aunt Augusta shifted over to clear a spot for him on the blanket—a spot between her and her aunt, of course—and Sophie stifled a frown but made no objection. What could she possibly say? 
James hesitated for the barest of beats before curving his lips into a grateful smile. “Thank you, Lady Augusta. A glass of lemonade would be much appreciated.”
And then he lowered himself to the blanket, his big body swallowing up every spare bit of space between them as he sat back against the tree and stretched his long legs out in front of him. 
Good heavens, the man was warm. Even through layers of muslin and wool, his heat touched her, soaking her skin. She swallowed, shifting on the blanket. He smelled good, too—like sandalwood and sun-dried spices—and she wrinkled her nose, trying to ignore the prickling awareness skittering through her nerves.  
“Sophie, dear, would you pour Lord Dearborn a glass of lemonade, please?”
She glanced up, startled by the request, and the distinct gleam in her aunt’s eyes sent a wave of unease over her as she realized what her aunt wanted her to do. She wanted her to practice her flirting. 
On James. 
The notion was simply too terrible to contemplate, but she could hardly refuse to pour the man a glass of lemonade, so she set her book aside, and said, “Of course, Aunt Augusta.” 
Collecting a glass, she began to pour from the jug, wondering darkly what further delights this day would bring. 
At least her hands were steady, a feat in itself considering James was watching her. The weight of his stare was almost oppressive, and she was fairly certain he was enjoying her discomfort. 
“Here you are, my lord.” She proffered the glass of lemonade with polite indifference, even managing a small smile, as if she hadn’t spent the better part of the day orchestrating his downfall.  
James reached up, taking the glass from her, and she realized—too late—that he wore no gloves. His bare fingers tangled with hers, and the brush of his skin, warm and faintly rough, sent tingles shooting all the way up to her elbow. 
She thought of the library, of the moment those fingers had grazed her cheek like a soft caress and her face flushed hot.
“Thank you, Miss Everett.”
The words were polite, his tone mild, but she detected a thread of knowing there, too, as if he’d guessed where her thoughts had strayed to. 
Fighting the urge to squirm beneath his gaze, she returned the topper to the jug of lemonade, lingering over the task as she silently scolded her wayward imagination. That moment in the library meant nothing. She knew that, knew it had been nothing but a means to punish her for her interference, and yet…
And yet, she’d thought of it more than once. Foolish girl.
With forced calm, she set the jug aside then sat back against the tree and folded her hands in her lap. Aunt Augusta, who had wasted little time in abandoning her, was now cheerfully chatting with the marchioness and Mrs. Roderick on a neighboring blanket a few feet away.
Sophie stifled a sigh. Her aunt might have forced her to serve James a glass of lemonade, but she could not force her to flirt with him. Indeed, she planned to say as little as possible in the hopes he would leave as soon as he’d finished his lemonade. 
The next few minutes passed without incident (or conversation) and Sophie did her best to ignore him in the decidedly uncomfortable silence. She might have managed it, too, but then James finished his lemonade and lowered his glass to the blanket, resting his hand on the narrow strip of space between them, a scant two inches from her thigh. Impossible to ignore.
Try harder, she ordered. 
And she did try. But then his thumb began to tap against the rim of the glass, once, twice, a third time, the motion silent but no less distracting, until finally she could hold out no longer. She sneaked a peek from the corner of her eye.
His hand was large, his long fingers dwarfing the glass, and a smattering of dark hair dusted his knuckles and the back of his hand.
Her gaze riveted on the vein running from his wrist to his middle finger, pulsing with each mesmeric tap of his thumb. She wanted to touch him there, to trace it with her fingertips, and learn the texture of his skin. She wanted—
“What are you reading?”
Thoughts scattering, her gaze snapped to his face, and she watched, mute, as he picked up her book and flipped to the title page. 
“‘Dissertations And Miscellaneous Pieces Relating To The History And Antiquities, The Arts, Sciences, And Literature, Of Asia. Volume the First’.” His gaze slid to hers, brows raised. “Interesting read?”
“Yes, thank you.” She snatched the book from his hands and set it down on her other side, making a great show of ensuring it was well out of his reach. Lord, but he did try her patience.
“You surprise me, Miss Everett,” he said, crossing one ankle over the other. “I had no idea your tastes ran to the scholarly.” 
His tone was warm and teasing, and she might have thought he was flirting with her if she didn’t already know with absolute certainty that she irritated him nearly as much as he irritated her. 
“You know nothing about my tastes,” she shot back.
His eyes flicked to her mouth then abruptly he turned away, resting his head against the trunk of the tree with a sigh. “You seem especially ill-tempered today. Is it because your Lord Wendley has left?”
Her jaw clenched. “No, it is because you have not.”
He chuckled, a low rumble that skittered across her skin like a warm shiver. “You know I can’t leave,” he said. “Not with your cousin here.”
 She refused to give him the satisfaction of a reply.
“In fact,” he went on, undeterred, “I really ought to be talking with her instead, shouldn’t I? It would certainly be a better use of my time. Not to mention, a more pleasant one.” He shot her a pointed look, which she pointedly ignored. 
“What do you think?” he asked. “Should I join her for a game of bowls?”
She raised a brow. “What do I think? I think you would not wish to know what I th—”
Her rude words fell away, forgotten, as a miniature feathered comet struck James squarely in the chest, surprising a comical little grunt from his throat that she fully intended to revisit later on, before falling to his lap and tumbling to the ground, narrowly missing his empty lemonade glass.
Sophie’s lips split into a grin.
Ah, the art of subtlety.




Chapter Ten
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He was being hunted. There  was simply no other word for it. 
Lifting the shuttlecock between pinched fingers, James glanced out across the lawn, knowing what he would find even before he spotted the silly chit.
Maria Gibbons stood some distance off, watching him, one hand clutching a battledoor to her chest, the other covering her mouth in an exaggerated display of ladylike chagrin. Her sister was standing beside her, holding the other racquet. 
Unsurprisingly, neither of them made a move to collect the wayward shuttlecock.
“Bold little thing, isn’t she?” Lady Augusta said.
Mrs. Roderick clucked her tongue. “Indeed, she is.”
“I rather doubt her mother would sanction such tactics,” Lady Keswick said ruefully.
James agreed. Just where was the girl’s mother, anyway? Shouldn’t she be here, keeping her daughters in line?
“Her aim is certainly excellent, though,” Sophie said admiringly before turning to James. “Come, my lord, she’s waiting for you. I think you’re meant to return the shuttlecock to her.”
Bugger that. He refused to give the conniving little baggage the satisfaction. It would only encourage her, and that was the last thing he wanted to do. 
“I’ll take it to the girl, Dearborn,” Lady Augusta said as she began to rise to her feet. “Or, better yet, I’ll keep it and play a game myself. What say you, Lavinia? Flora?” She glanced at the ladies still seated on the blanket. “Would you care to join me?”
After a long beat of silence, the marchioness straightened and said, “Of course, Augusta! What a lovely idea. Isn’t it a lovely idea, Flora?”
Mrs. Roderick’s smile lacked enthusiasm, but she nodded and said, “Oh, yes. Lovely. I haven’t played battledoor since I was a girl.”
The two ladies rose to join Lady Augusta, who turned to James and held her hand out for the bird. 
Sophie leaned forward and said, “Aunt Augusta, I don’t think—”
But the lady waved off her niece’s protest. “I’ve been sitting for far too long, my girl. A bit of exercise will be good for these old bones of mine.” 
James dropped the shuttlecock into her outstretched hand. “I owe you a debt of gratitude, my lady.”
The old woman winked at him. “I shan’t forget you said that.”
And then, with one parting glance at her niece, the lady struck out, marching across the lawn with purpose, her two companions trailing behind her. 
James sat back against the trunk of the tree and watched as Lady Augusta approached the Gibbons sisters. He couldn’t hear what was being said, but the conversation was a short one, and then Lady Augusta was seizing the racquet from a visibly disappointed Maria before taking her sister’s battledoor, too.
A grin tugged at his lips. Lady Augusta was a treasure. He would have to remember to send her a bouquet of flowers as soon as he returned to London.  
“You really ought to have taken it to her yourself, you know,” Sophie said as they watched the Gibbons girls retreat to an empty blanket to watch the older ladies play. “It would have been the gentlemanly thing to do.”
James glanced at her, brows arched. “And defy your aunt’s orders? I wouldn’t dare.”
“But what of Miss Maria?” She shook her head regretfully. “Just look at her, the poor girl. She’s so disappointed.”
He shrugged his shoulders to illustrate just how little he cared. “Life is full of disappointments. We all must learn this lesson eventually.”
“I know, but she’s such a sweet girl.” 
He grunted. Sweet and silly. Not the sort of girl he would saddle himself to for the rest of his days.
“She admires you a great deal, you know,” Sophie said as she tugged the picnic basket into her lap. She rummaged through its contents for a moment before emerging with a bowl of blackberries. 
“Why, only this morning she was telling me how handsome she thinks you are.” She placed the bowl on the blanket between them before setting the basket aside. “I wish you could have seen the look on her face when she learned of your intention to marry again. I’ve never seen a more joyful expression.”
Her gaze flicked to his and she popped a blackberry into her mouth, chewing it slowly, a little smile playing at the corners of her lips.
And then realization dawned.
“It was you,” he said. “You told her.” 
“Yes,” she said cheerfully. “Yesterday morning.”
His jaw worked as he watched her eat another berry. 
“But I did not tell her you’re shy,” she said with an exaggerated grimace. “Maria came to that conclusion all on her own, I’m afraid, apparently to explain away your reserved behavior with the ladies this week. She plans to give you all the encouragement you need until you’re brave enough to pursue her without it.”
James bit back a groan. Bloody hell, Maria was even more feather-brained than he’d thought. 
“I am sorry about that,“ Sophie said, clearly anything but. “I said nothing to encourage the notion, I swear.”
He grunted again. “But I’d wager you didn’t refute it, either.”
Her shrug was noncommittal, but her eyes were bright with humor and no small amount of self-satisfaction. Not that he could fault her for it. She’d used his own tactics against him, and he hadn’t seen it coming. He’d underestimated her, and they both knew it. 
The minx.
Her smile deepened, as if she knew his thoughts, and his gaze fell to her lips, lush and berry-pink and—hell. There was no denying it. He wanted a taste. A thorough one. 
He wanted to take her mouth with slow, deliberate precision, to rake his teeth over her full bottom lip and touch his tongue to that damned dimple that distracted him no end... 
He wanted more than a mere taste, he realized. He wanted to feast on her, unencumbered, for hours. He wanted her beneath him, warm and pliant and so bloody aroused she forgot everything—her manners, her principles, her name—everything but him and the pleasure he could give. 
He wanted—
God’s wounds, what was he doing? 
He tore his gaze from her lips and turned to stare straight ahead, chasing away every last remnant of insanity from his mind. He had no business lusting after this woman. She was a menace, a thorn in his side, and on top of that, she was Lady Olivia’s cousin. 
Beautiful, charming Lady Olivia, who inspired not a single shred of desire in him. She was the sort of woman he would marry. Not Sophie-bloody-Everett.
“God, you are a nuisance,” he muttered, even as his hands still itched to reach out and pull her onto his lap. “Does your cousin know you’ve been discouraging her suitors?”
His question was met with silence. 
“Of course, she doesn’t,” he said flatly. “If she did, she would tell you to stop.”
Sophie’s jaw clenched, but she did not correct him, presumably because he was right. 
“Surely your efforts would be better spent on your own marital prospects,” he said, turning to face her. “Why are you so concerned with your cousin’s future and not your own?”
He awaited her reply, surprised to find he was genuinely interested in the answer, curious to know what made this woman tick. But even in this she would deny him. 
“Why are you so determined to marry Olivia?” she fired back, ignoring his question. “Surely a wealthy earl may have his pick of the litter. Why are you so set on her?”
He wasn’t, though. At least, not entirely. But he saw no reason to admit as much, certainly not to this woman, so instead he cocked a brow, and said, “That’s a strange question coming from her greatest champion.”
Sophie rolled her eyes. “I am well aware of Olivia’s many fine qualities, but you hardly know her. Certainly not well enough to warrant such single-minded devotion.”
He shrugged. “I know her well enough to know we suit. And I like her.”
“Everyone likes her,” she said, her voice sharp with impatience. “Olivia is inherently likable. But she wants a husband who will love her. She wants a love match, my lord. Can you honestly offer her that?”
The question held an unmistakable note of challenge, as if she were daring him to say yes. As if she knew damned well it would be a lie if he did. 
Ridiculous. She knew nothing of his past or of his intentions for the future. 
“It’s a bit early for declarations of love,” he drawled. “But I can say, honestly, that I intend to do everything I can to ensure my future bride is happy and well provided for. You see, Miss Everett”—he flashed her a disarming grin—“despite what you seem to believe, I do have a heart.”
She shook her head, almost regretfully it seemed, and then, softly, she said, “Perhaps you do. But it isn’t the one she wants.” 
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Drat, drat, drat. 
“What did you mean by that remark, Miss Everett?” His gaze slid to hers, piercing, demanding answers. 
Sophie pressed her lips together, indecision weighing heavy on her mind. Should she tell him? Should she reveal her suspicions about Griffin and Olivia? 
Nothing else had worked so far, not even telling him of Olivia’s wish for a love match. She’d thought surely that would change his mind, but it hadn’t, and she couldn’t understand why. 
He’d clearly stated—during the conversation she should not have heard—that he wanted nothing to do with love. Why, then, would he continue to pursue Olivia knowing she wanted a love match? It made no sense. Unless…unless he’d fallen in love with her despite himself? 
He’d only spent a few days with her, yes, but men had fallen in love with Olivia in less time than that—sometimes on first sight—so it was possible that the same had happened to James. It would certainly explain why he was so determined to win Olivia’s hand.
And if he did love her… 
Sophie sighed. Well, then, the only way she could think to convince him to stand down was to tell him Olivia loved someone else. 
“Miss Everett?” There was a distinct thread of impatience in his voice.
Her head came up and she forced herself to meet his gaze. Well, here goes.
“Olivia is in love,” she blurted out. “With Griffin.”
James blinked and then his brow furrowed ever so briefly, the only indication he’d even heard what she said. 
“I think Griffin loves her in return,” she continued, when it became clear James was not inclined to speak just yet. “Though I doubt he’s admitted it to anyone. You know how proud he is, and Olivia is no better, at least where he’s concerned, and I think—”
“I’m not interested in your theories,” James cut in. “I want facts. Has Olivia told you—with words—that she’s in love with him?” 
Sophie frowned. “Well, no. Not with words. But I—”
“Then this is nothing more than conjecture. Guesswork.”
“The signs are all there,” she said mulishly. “Any idiot can see them if he will but look.”
All things considered, it was probably unwise to insult the man, but her patience had reached its end. He was being obtuse, and she was through with coddling him.
“Look there,” she said, motioning towards her cousin who was sitting on one of the blankets a short distance away. 
Laying at her feet were Mr. Hughes and Lord Whiteside, two loyal worshipers paying deference to a blonde incarnation of Cleopatra. Griffin sat just a few feet away on a blanket of his own, Emmy beside him. 
“Olivia is flirting with her admirers,” Sophie said. “Laughing at their jests, encouraging their stories, though she doesn’t care a jot for either of them. It’s all for Griffin. She’s performing for him, and he’s pretending not to notice.” She looked at James. “But he does notice. That is why he chose that spot on that blanket, so he could watch her unnoticed.” 
She pursed her lips, waiting for James’s reply, but still he said nothing. What was he thinking? What was he feeling? Was he angry? Hurt? Annoyed? 
His expression revealed nothing, and the silence stretched on until she wanted to reach over, grab him by the shoulders and shake him until every last thought came tumbling out of his head. 
“Olivia must find a husband this Season or her father will marry her off to a man of his choosing, regardless of her feelings.” Her fists clenched in her lap. She would not let that happen. “She deserves better than that,” she said fiercely. “She deserves a man who loves her above all else.”
“And you believe Griffin is that man?” James’s gaze slid to hers, and though his tone was brisk, there was no sarcasm in his words, no mockery, so she answered him honestly.
“I do,” she said softly. “And that is why I must ask you to leave Olivia be.”
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But on this day, at this moment, it was nothing but a sodding nuisance. 
His head fell back against the trunk of the tree, and he gritted his teeth to hold in his groan of frustration. Truth be told, he wasn’t completely convinced by Sophie’s assertion that Griffin and Olivia were in love with each other—he hadn’t noticed a single sign of romantic interest between them—but he couldn’t dismiss it out of hand, either. 
After all, he’d only been around the two of them for a few days. And he hadn’t exactly been looking for those signs of interest, had he?
So, even though he wasn’t certain Sophie was right, he could see no other option but to take her word for it. He liked Olivia, and truly believed they might have made a good match, but he had no interest in pursuing a woman who was in love with someone else.
Especially if that someone else was Griffin. 
Damn and blast. Back at square one, then.
“Very well, Miss Everett. You win.” He sighed. “I will no longer pursue your cousin.”
Her eyes brightened, and he could see she meant to thank him, but as he had no interest in her gratitude, he spoke before she could. 
“Of course, I’ll want something in return,” he said. “A payment, of sorts.”
Her smile faded. “Payment?” She frowned, her eyes turning wary. “What is it you want?”
He slid her a sidelong glance. “What are you willing to give?”
Her eyes flicked to his mouth and then she turned away, giving him her profile and one pink cheek. “I have a little money saved,” she said stiffly. “It isn’t much, of course, but—”
“I don’t want your pin money,” he said, shaking his head.
“I also have a pair of pearl-encrusted combs worth a fair bit that—”
“I don’t want your baubles, either,” he interrupted again, his tone wry. “I’m not short of funds, Miss Everett.”
She turned to look at him, her moss green eyes bright with exasperation. “Then suppose you tell me what you do want?”
He should probably cease tormenting her now. His behavior was hardly admirable and, truth be told, he wasn’t even sure why he was acting this way. 
It could be he was annoyed with her for besting him, and for being such a thorn in his side all week. Or perhaps he’d simply spent too much time in the sun. 
Or maybe it was the way her eyes had dipped to his mouth a moment ago, as if she thought he would demand a kiss for payment—as if she might have even wanted him to—and how, for one brief moment of madness, he’d actually been tempted to do it.
His lips thinned. He should not be tempted by this woman. He didn’t even like her, for God’s sake. And, all that aside, he was a gentleman, and a gentleman would never demand such a thing from a lady.
Still, he did want something from her. 
“What I want is your assistance,” he said mildly, grabbing a handful of berries from the bowl. “I want you to help me find a wife.”
Sophie blinked at him. “I…beg your pardon?”  
“I’m not asking you to play matchmaker,” he went on, popping a blackberry in his mouth. “I only want you to supply the occasional bit of information.”
Her brows snapped together. “Information?”
He gave a brisk nod. “I want to find a wife quickly,” he said. “Well before the end of the Season, if possible. And this means I’ll need to avoid wasting time on ladies I would have avoided had I been armed with the right information.”
A long moment of silence followed as Sophie considered his words. “So, you want me to help you…weed out the undesirables, is that it?”
He nodded. “Basically, yes.”
Sophie’s wrinkled nose told him precisely what she thought of the idea, but he paid her no mind. She could disapprove of his plan all she liked; he didn’t care. He wasn’t interested in her opinions, only her assistance.
“Why don’t you ask Emmy?” she asked. “She knows everything about everyone, and you know she would leap at the chance to help you.”
James shook his head. “She would meddle too much. As I said, all I want is information. Besides”—he arched a brow at her—“you owe me this. I lost my best prospect because of you.”
“Nonsense,” she shot back, folding her arms over her chest. “If I hadn’t interfered, you would have spent weeks pursuing Olivia for naught, and as you just said, you hate to waste time. If anything, you owe me.”
“Perhaps,” he said. “But I’m not the one with the secret to keep.”
Her lips pressed together in an unhappy line. “And if I refuse your terms? Will you truly continue to pursue Olivia, even though she loves another?”
James tipped his head back as if considering her question. “I don’t know. Probably not.”
“Probably not?”
He shrugged. “I’m not entirely convinced there’s anything romantic between Olivia and Griffin.” He slid her a look. “In fact, I should probably tell Griff about this conversation. Hardly seems sporting, leaving him totally defenseless against your matchmaking machinations. There’s no saying what you’ll do to him.”
Her mouth fell open. “I’m not going to do anything to him!”
“Even so,” he said, shaking his head, “I owe it to him to—”
“No.” She leaned forward, eyes flashing. “You mustn’t tell him. It would ruin everything. Please.” Her jaw hardened with every word, as if asking this of him—asking anything of him—brought her physical pain. 
James held his arms up, as if the matter was out of his hands. “Agree to help me and buy my silence forever.”
She fell against the tree and huffed out a sigh. “Or you could keep silent out of the goodness of your heart instead.”
He bit back a smile. “Yes, I suppose I could.”  
“But you won’t.”
“Right again.”
She pursed her lips, disapproving governess right down to her toes. “This is blackmail, my lord. Only a man of unscrupulous character would prey upon a genteel young lady.”
James did smile at that. “I’ll have your answer now, Sophie,” he said softly.
Her gaze shot to his, her brows arched in surprise…or was it disapproval? A bit of both, he decided. She had not given him leave to use her Christian name, but surely blackmail and shared secrets should allow for a certain level of familiarity, no?
“Very well, my lord.” She blew out a breath, rustling the chestnut curls framing her face. “We have a deal.”
“Good.” He stuck his hand out. “Let’s shake on it.”
She stared at his outstretched fingers as if she’d never heard of the custom. “Shake on it?” Her brow wrinkled. “Why?”
He arched a brow. “It isn’t official until we do.”
She hesitated, clearly reluctant to touch him, and James wasn’t sure if he ought to be amused or offended. He decided on amused. 
“It won’t bite, you know,” he teased, wiggling his fingers playfully. 
She rolled her eyes at him and finally gave in, slipping her hand in his. A heated charge went through him as his fingers closed around hers, the soft slide of her skin against his making his throat go dry. 
Hastily, she tugged her hand free, sputtering, “There. It’s official now.”
Prickles of heat danced up his arm, and James let his hand fall to his lap, his fingers clenching into a fist as if to strangle the unwanted reaction away. 
Official, indeed, he thought darkly. He was officially losing his bloody mind.




Chapter Eleven
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The remainder of the  week passed without incident, and on the last night of the house party, the guests all gathered in the drawing room to make merry one final time before their return to London on the morrow.
Sophie stood alone at one of the long, narrow windows, peering up at the clear, inky black sky. The moon was only a sliver tonight, shining softly in accompaniment to the brilliant blanket of stars scattered across the wide expanse of sky. This was one of the things she liked best about being in the country. One could see the stars here.
This time tomorrow, she and Olivia and their aunt would be back in London again, back in the city with its foggy, starless skies, its busy streets and even busier ballrooms. Part of her—a large part—didn’t want to return. 
Parliament would reconvene in just a few days, bringing with it the start of the Season, but it would be at least another fortnight before all of London’s elite arrived in Town, and then the balls and routs and musicales would begin, dominating their days and nights through the spring and well into summer. And all of it would be spent securing Olivia’s future. 
Unless, of course, Griffin should suddenly decide tonight was the night he would fall to his knees and beg for her cousin’s hand in marriage.  
Turning from the window, she glanced at the sofa where she’d last seen the marquess, but he was no longer there. A quick look around the room revealed he had gone, and so had James.
So much for that fantasy.
She turned back to the window and let out a soft sigh, her breath fogging the windowpane. Not that she’d thought it a real possibility, of course. This week had been a complete and utter disaster where Olivia and Griffin were concerned.
She’d hoped several days under the same roof (with her urging them closer at every possible turn) would finally make them see they couldn’t possibly be happy unless they spent the rest of their lives together. But the week was nearly over, and they were no closer to a declaration of love than they’d been at the start of it.
She was beginning to think she wasn’t cut out for this matchmaking business. 
Of course, she’d had less time to devote to it than she’d hoped, no thanks to James. She might have seen better results if she hadn’t been so busy skirting Lord Wendley’s lectures and battling James’s attempts at wooing her cousin.
She’d spent more time with them this week than anyone else, and apparently, she would be spending even more time with James in the coming weeks. She shook her head in disbelief. She still couldn’t quite believe she’d given into his demands, although she supposed he hadn’t given her much choice in the matter.
 She might have made zero progress with Olivia and Griffin this week, but she wasn’t ready to concede defeat just yet. She had the whole Season ahead of her, and the last thing she needed was James warning Griffin off before they even arrived in Town. 
Olivia meant the world to her, and she would do anything to see her happy, even if it meant dealing with a devil of dubious moral character. 
She nibbled at her bottom lip. Perhaps dubious moral character was a bit of an overstatement. Yes, he could have done the gentlemanly thing and abandoned his suit of Olivia without inducement, but then again, a true devil would have likely demanded far more than her assistance, and he hadn’t. 
Even though you wanted him to.  
The thought whispered through her mind—unwelcome, shameful—even as it sent a wave of shivers coursing through her body. 
She frowned, mentally scolding herself. James was a gentleman. He would never demand anything untoward from her—the notion wouldn’t even enter his mind—and, even if he had made such a scandalous demand, she certainly wouldn’t have agreed to it.
Liar.
Disgusted with herself, she turned from the window, determined to banish James from her mind for the rest of the evening. Spotting Emmy, she crossed to the center of the room, where her friend sat alone on a Chesterfield armchair, her dark head bent over what looked to be a scandal sheet. 
“Is something the matter, Em?” Sophie asked, as she perched on a neighboring chair and leaned forward, resting her elbows on her knees.
“Hm?” Emmy looked up from her paper, her brow clearing as her eyes met Sophie’s. “No, no, everything is fine, but...” She flicked her gaze over the room. “Where is James? He was here a minute ago.”
Sophie shrugged. It had been several minutes, actually, since he’d left the drawing room, but she saw no reason to correct her. Emmy would probably think she’d been keeping track of his whereabouts.
“He’s sneaked off again, hasn’t he?” Emmy puffed out a frustrated breath and jabbed a finger at the paper in her lap. “I wanted to ask him about this.”
“About what?” 
Emmy leaned forward, gray eyes glowing. “According to The Tattletale, a gentleman referred to as ‘Lord F—’ has just returned to London after a two-year absence, and no one knows where he’s been or why he’s returned.”
“And?”
“And I think this ‘Lord F—’ might be the Viscount Fitzgerald,” Emmy said, lowering her voice to a near-whisper. “Apparently, he and James were once thick as thieves, but their friendship ended around the time James married his wife and the viscount left England some months later. Nary a word was heard from him until last week, when he suddenly took up residence in his Mayfair townhouse.”
“I see,” Sophie said, undeniably intrigued. “And you think James might know something about the reason for the gentleman’s return?”
Emmy shrugged. “Perhaps. But even if he doesn’t know why he’s come back, I’m certain he knows why he left.”
“If they’re even the same man.”
“They are,” Emmy said firmly. “I’m almost sure of it.” She glanced down at the paper again as if it would reveal the answers she sought, her fingers tapping a silent rhythm against her thigh.
Sophie shook her head, a smile tugging at her lips. “Maybe you’re right,” she said. “But even if you are, and James is able to tell you why the gentleman left England, it doesn’t necessarily mean his reason for leaving was an interesting one. He could be a perfectly ordinary man with a perfectly ordinary past.”
Emmy looked up from the paper and frowned. “What a perfectly dreadful thing to say.”
Sophie burst out laughing.
“And I think you’re wrong,” Emmy said. “I think something drove him from England, something terrible, and I want to know what it was.” 
When it came to unearthing secrets, Emmy’s instincts were practically infallible. Unfortunately, she seemed to believe this skill gave her license to pry into other people’s private affairs, whether they welcomed the intrusion or not.
“The man is entitled to his secrets, Em.”
“Of course, he is.” Emmy grinned. “And so am I.”
Sophie shook her head, chuckling softly. “You are incorrigible.” 
“True.” Emmy glanced at the scandal sheet again and frowned. “Well, I suppose this will have to wait, seeing as James has disappeared again. I’ve barely seen him these last two days, except at dinner. It’s most peculiar.”
Sophie nodded but made no reply. She’d noticed his frequent absences, as well, not to mention the fact that he’d said all of three words to her since the picnic. 
If it was anyone else, she might think he was avoiding her, but the notion made no sense. They’d ended their last conversation on friendly terms—unusual, but friendly—and nothing out of the ordinary had happened since, so there was no reason to believe he was avoiding her.  
Maria Gibbons, on the other hand… 
No one could blame him for avoiding her, if that was, indeed, the reason for his absence. Lady Gibbons had learned of her youngest daughter’s forward behavior at the picnic and had kept a close watch on her ever since. Of course, she couldn’t monitor her every minute of the day, so Maria still managed to toss the occasional lovelorn glance at James whenever her mother wasn’t looking. 
If that was, indeed, the reason he’d made himself scarce these last two days, Sophie couldn’t fault him for it. 
And if he’d said only a handful of words to her since the picnic—well, what of it? They were hardly friends. Yes, she had agreed to help him find a wife, but their agreement was a temporary one, and wouldn’t begin until the Season. He would approach her when he needed her. 
For ‘information’ on prospective brides. 
An unpleasant lump of...something settled in the pit of her stomach, big as a boulder. It happened every time she thought about helping him find a bride…and she had no idea why. 
She was still mulling it over several hours later as she lay in bed, staring up at the darkened ceiling, and the best answer she could come up with was Olivia. 
This arrangement with James would take up some of the time she should be spending on matchmaking, so it was only natural she should have unpleasant feelings about James’s hunt for a bride. 
Yes, she thought, that has to be the reason. 
After all, what else could it be?
It certainly wasn’t because she cared who he married. Now that he’d given up on Olivia, he could pursue anyone he liked, and she wouldn’t utter a single word of objection. She would tell him what she knew of the ladies he inquired after and that would be that. 
An image of James wooing an elegant blonde beauty floated through her mind, and that feeling returned again, an unpleasant prickling sensation swarming through her belly that almost felt like—
Don’t be silly, she scolded. This is not jealousy. She didn’t care a jot who the Earl of Dearborn made his countess. 
With a frustrated sigh, she climbed out of bed, desperate to move, desperate to not think anymore tonight. She needed an errand of some kind, some sort of excuse to leave this dratted bedchamber, if only for a few minutes.
But what errand could she tend to?
Her gaze snagged on the book lying on her bedside table. Perfect. A quick jaunt to the family library was exactly what she needed. 
With her book in one hand and a lit candle in the other, Sophie slipped from her bedchamber and made her way down the darkened corridor, the well-trodden carpet soft and cool beneath her bare feet. She found the library door open, and a cursory glance about the room revealed it was empty, the embers in the hearth long gone cold. 
She pursed her lips. Well, that was it, then. She’d come here to put her book away and that was precisely what she would do.
Crossing the room, she made her way toward the bookshelves, wincing with each step on the cold wood floor. Whatever had possessed her to venture from her chamber at this hour of night with no slippers on? 
Aunt Augusta would have a fit if she knew. Of course, the fact that she was wandering about the house unchaperoned in the dead of night would probably upset her more than bare feet, but that was neither here nor there. 
Perusing the shelves, she spotted the wedge of empty space she was after and, having returned the book to its rightful place, she turned for the door.
There, she thought. Errand completed. She’d done what she set out to do, and now she could return to her chamber, none the worse for wear, and—wait. She swung back around, certain she’d seen… 
Yes. There it was. A sliver of light. The jib door, which connected the family library to Griffin’s study, was slightly ajar. 
Creeping closer, she leaned in to listen, straining her ear for any signs of life inside, but there was only silence… 
And then she heard it, a soft thud, followed by the clink of glass on glass. Someone was in the study. Was it Griffin? It was his personal office, after all, so he would be the logical guess. 
The servants would have finished with their duties ages ago, and it likely wasn’t one of the house guests. The hour was late, and they were all leaving early tomorrow morning, so surely everyone was in their bed by now.
Yes, Griffin made the most sense…
But, somehow, she knew it wasn’t him. She knew who she would find inside, and she knew he would be alone.
Her heart kicked up a dangerous rhythm. She should leave. She should turn around right now and head back to her chamber like the responsible young woman she was. If her aunt knew she was even considering entering a gentleman’s study in the middle of the night without a chaperone, there would be hell to pay. 
No proper young lady would do such a thing. She knew this.
But she went in, anyway.




Chapter Twelve
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The study was dimly  lit but deliciously warm, courtesy of the crackling fire burning in the hearth, and the subtle mingling of sandalwood and smoke scented the air with their fragrance. 
Sophie hesitated in the doorway, her gaze flicking over the room, searching…
And then she spotted him, James, reclining on the sofa sans jacket, his shirtsleeves rolled up to his elbows, cravat nowhere to be seen. A glass of amber-colored spirits was cradled in one hand, resting on the sofa beside him, and a crystal decanter, half-empty, sat on the floor at his feet.
“Good evening, my lord,” she said from the doorway, the words quiet and mercifully steady. 
He bowed his head. “Good evening, Sophie.” 
His voice, low and gravelly, rasped across her skin like a caress, and she swallowed, her pulse kicking up a frantic beat. “I—I wondered who would be in here at this hour of night,” she said, clasping her hands behind her back.
He made no reply as he lifted his glass to his lips and drank, watching her with dark, unreadable eyes. Was he happy to see her? Annoyed by the intrusion? His expression revealed nothing. 
Slipping further into the room, she cleared her throat and tried for a friendly smile. “You disappeared rather early this evening. I hope you are not unwell?”
One side of his mouth hitched up. “Missed me, did you?”
Her cheeks flushed hot, and she could only hope the room was too dim for the arrogant devil to see. “On the contrary,” she said pertly, “it was an unusually pleasant evening.”
He chuckled and lifted his glass to salute the insult before taking another drink. He propped an ankle atop the opposite knee and rested his glass on his thigh in a move so effortlessly masculine it made her mouth go dry.
Stop it, she ordered silently. Stop it this instant.
“What are you drinking?” she asked. Or rather, meant to ask. The words came out sharper than she’d intended, more demand than query, though James seemed not to notice.
“It’s brandy,” he murmured. His gaze flicked to hers. “Would you like some?”
His tone was all politeness and grace, but his eyes held a teasing gleam. The offer was highly improper, and one he obviously expected her to decline, which was absolutely what she ought to do. 
Being here alone with him was imprudent enough, but to drink spirits with the man? That would be the height of foolishness. She really ought to leave.
“Thank you, yes,” she said instead. “That would be lovely.”
His brows flicked up—only a notch, but she caught it, all the same—and a grin tugged at her lips. She’d surprised him, and she liked it. She wanted to do it again.
“Grab a glass and bring it here,” he said, using his chin to point to the sideboard pushed up against the wall. 
She stepped forward then paused, and—before she could second-guess herself—turned back and shut the door behind her. Then she made for the sideboard, resolutely avoiding James’s gaze as she extinguished her candle and retrieved a glass identical to his. 
She crossed to the sofa where he sat waiting, clutching the crystal decanter in one hand as he watched her approach. He held out his other hand and she passed the glass to him, her body tensing in anticipation, determined to show no reaction to the inevitable slide of his bare fingers on hers…
But it never came. He collected the glass by its base then began to pour from the decanter, and Sophie wasn’t sure if what she felt was disappointment or relief, or some peculiar combination of the two. 
Either way, it was clear James’s thoughts were not similarly afflicted.
“Here you are,” he said, holding the glass out to her. 
She took it from him, careful to avoid touching his skin, afraid she would embarrass herself if she did. 
“Thank you,” she said primly, before perching on the arm of a large chair situated next to the sofa. She lifted the glass of spirits to her nose and gave the contents a sniff. Raisins and cedar. A subtle, pleasant aroma. 
Tentatively, she took a sip, allowing the brandy to coat her tongue, sweet and smooth. Encouraged, she swallowed the sip...and nearly choked as liquid fire burned a path down her throat, making her eyes water and her nose burn. By some miracle, she managed not to cough.
“Good vintage, isn’t it?” James said, his voice laced with amusement. 
“Indeed,” she croaked out. And just to prove she meant it, she took another sip, a smaller one, and swallowed with careful deliberation. The burn was softer this time, less intense, but still unpleasant. And certainly not good. 
A ghost of a smile curved James’s lips, as if he knew her thoughts. “Shouldn’t you be in bed?” 
She lifted a shoulder, watching him as he reached out to collect his glass of brandy from the sofa table. “I couldn’t sleep.”
He nodded slowly, gazing into his glass. “Spirits sometimes help. When you need to silence your thoughts.”
She studied him as he swirled his brandy, wondering what thoughts he tried to silence. She wanted to ask him—the words were on the tip of her tongue—but she held back. His worries were not her concern, and he would undoubtedly resent the intrusion. They were only acquaintances, after all, and she wasn’t even sure he wanted her here. 
Yes, he’d offered her brandy, but the invitation was made in jest. Would he still have offered if he knew she would accept?
She shifted on the arm of the chair, a frown wrinkling her brow. She couldn’t say for certain what James was thinking, if he wanted her here or not. But he hadn’t asked her to leave, had he? And she hadn’t finished her brandy yet.
“Are you returning to London tomorrow, my lord?” The words left her lips as if through water, and she took another sip of brandy, a curious warmth spreading through her insides, easing the tension in her limbs.
Five more minutes, she decided. She would stay five minutes more, and then return to her bed where she belonged. Surely no harm could come from another five minutes? 
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James tossed back the last of his brandy and set the glass on the sofa table, trying to ignore Sophie’s naked toes peeking out from beneath the hem of her gown. He didn’t much care for the way his stomach muscles tightened every time he caught a glimpse.
God above, he’d been too long without a woman if the sight of Sophie Everett’s bare feet was enough to make his mouth go dry.
What in blazes was she doing here, anyway? Drinking brandy, making small talk. Not quite sitting in her chair, but rather perched on it, as if she couldn’t decide whether or not she meant to stay. Whether or not she should stay. 
They both knew the answer to that question.
He should have sent her back to her bed the moment she’d walked in the room, but he hadn’t. No, he’d offered her a bloody glass of brandy instead, which made no sense at all, considering he’d spent the last two days avoiding her like the pox.
He wanted her, damn it all. He wanted her in his bed, naked, writhing beneath him. He wanted her clothed, bent over his desk, her skirts rucked up to her hips. He wanted her any which way he could have her, and that was the crux of it. 
He couldn’t have her. Not unless he married her, and he couldn’t do that, either. He wouldn’t do that. He didn’t want to want his wife, not like this, and he refused to marry a woman who made him feel more than a mild interest in bedding her.
His interest in Sophie was anything but mild. 
It was these thoughts that had sent him to the study tonight. He’d come here seeking peace and quiet, hoping it—and the brandy—would help to calm his mind. It might have worked, too, but then she’d appeared like a siren with her naked toes and her loose curls tumbling around her shoulders. 
Hell and damnation.
“My lord?”
He glanced up and found Sophie watching him expectantly. She’d asked him a question, but he couldn’t recall what it was, only that she’d ‘my lord-ed’ him twice now and he hadn’t liked it either time. 
“Sophie, it’s one o’clock in the morning and we’re sharing a bottle of brandy,” he said gruffly. “I think you might start calling me James.”
Her brows rose and she looked at the bottle at his feet, as if wondering how much of it he’d had this evening. “Are we to be friends, then?” she asked lightly. 
He lifted a shoulder. “You are helping me find a wife.”
“Under duress,” she reminded him, her voice wry.
“A minor detail.” He waved it away with a flick of his hand.
This earned him a smile, one that curved into that maddening little dimple of hers and lit up her eyes until they glowed. 
Not that he noticed. 
“What is that?” she asked, and he followed the train of her gaze to the book resting on the sofa beside him.
“A sketchbook.” 
“May I look at it?” 
James hesitated. He ought to say no, claim the book contained memories he’d rather not share, or images not fit for a lady’s eyes. Or he could simply say the hour was late and it was time the two of them got some sleep. This last one was certainly true.
But common sense had evidently gone to bed in his place, for he found himself nodding his assent, and then she was up and walking towards him, annihilating with each step those few, precious feet of distance between them. 
Setting her glass on the sofa table beside his, she picked up the sketchbook and settled on the sofa, her body mere inches from his. James swallowed, acutely aware of her warmth, and the scent of her hair. Lilacs and honey. Tempting as hell.
“Is it yours?” she asked, blissfully unaware of the turn his thoughts had taken as she tucked her legs beneath her skirts and lay the sketchbook across her lap. 
“It is,” he said. “Or, was, rather. When I was a boy.”
She flipped the binding open to the first page, revealing a sketch of Keswick House. It was a decent enough rendering, if a bit crude, though he’d been only ten or eleven years old when he’d sketched it. 
A small smile touched his lips. He remembered that day well, his first at his new friend Griffin’s family home. He’d been so unsure of himself, not knowing what to say or how to behave with someone else’s family, so he’d stolen away to explore the grounds in solitude, sketching whatever struck his fancy until he felt like himself again.
“These are lovely,” Sophie said, looking up from a sketch of the lake to meet his gaze. “I had no idea you were an artist.”
She wouldn’t have known. He’d given it up long before she came to Keswick House.
“I’m not anymore,” he said. “I enjoyed it as a boy, but I haven’t sketched anything in years.”
Her brows rose. “But, why? You have such a talent for it.”
He shrugged a shoulder. “It was only a hobby, and it served me well for a time. I was often left on my own as a boy, and drawing helped stave off the boredom. But then I met Griff, and started spending more time here with his family and”—he shrugged again—“I suppose I stopped needing it.”
Sophie’s eyes had turned pitying, and he rather suspected her mind was conjuring up visions of his lonely, tragic childhood. It hadn’t been tragic, but he couldn’t say it had been particularly happy, either. His parents had hated each other and were largely absent from his life. He could probably count on one hand the number of times he’d seen the two of them in the same room together.
But, as he had no desire to discuss his unsatisfactory childhood, he reached out and flipped to the next sketch. 
“Best climbing tree in the county,” he said, gazing at the drawing of the giant oak tree by the lake. “I spent many an afternoon scaling those branches.”
“I never saw it with my own eyes,” Sophie said. “You were too old for such escapades by the time I met you, but Emmy told me how fearless you were, how you would climb all the way to the top without batting an eye, something not even her brother would attempt.” She chuckled. “She loved that.”
It was true, Griff refused to climb that high and, naturally, James had teased him mercilessly over it. But climbing that old oak had never been about besting anyone. It was more about doing things he’d never done before, things he’d never been permitted to do at Falconridge.
“I see now how foolish it was, risking my hide like that,” he said. “But I did enjoy it.”
“Well, I thought you were terribly brave,” she said with a smile. “I convinced myself that if I could climb all the way to the top like you had done, you would be so impressed by my bravery that you would fall madly in love with me, and we would travel the world, climbing trees together for the rest of our days.”
Her cheeks were adorably rosy now, and he wondered at the cause, whether it was the effects of the brandy or the memory of her girlhood infatuation. Probably a little of both.
“You were the most tenacious person I’d ever met,” he said, chuckling softly.
Her smile turned rueful and then her gaze fell to her lap. “I was burned more than once for such tenacity.” 
He glanced down, his eyes snagging on the jagged, white scar traversing the length of her left palm and disappearing beneath her sleeve. An image flitted through his mind of a scowling, dark-haired little girl with her arm in a sling. 
“You fell from the tree,” he murmured, the memory materializing in his mind. “Broke your wrist.”
She nodded. “I was only one branch away from the top when my skirts snagged, and I lost my balance.” Her lips twisted into a disgruntled frown. “It never would have happened had I been permitted to wear breeches, but Aunt Augusta wouldn’t hear of it. And she forbade me from attempting the climb again.” She huffed a little sigh, apparently still peeved even all these years later. 
“I’d wager she did not approve of her nieces climbing trees,” he said, arching a brow. 
She nodded again. “You would win that wager. She was furious with me, but not as furious as I was with myself. I was certain I had ruined my chances at winning your heart.” She shook her head and gave a sheepish little laugh. “Silly girl.”
“I thought it was sweet,” James said.
She shot him a rueful look. “That is kind of you to say. I know how bothersome it must have been, my following you around like that, but…” Her gaze fell to the sketching, and slowly she began tracing the marks on the page with the tips of her fingers. “I had just lost my parents, you see. And I was sad and lonely and afraid…” 
Her eyes rose to his, bright with emotion. “But then I met you, and I forgot to be sad. You were exactly the distraction I needed, and I will always be grateful for that.”
Her smile was shy and sincere, and James was humbled by it. He remembered her as a little girl, of course. Remembered her trailing after him everywhere he went, begging to be included, no matter what he and Griffin were up to. 
He knew she’d lost her parents—someone had told him back then, probably Griff—but Sophie was such a fearless, incorrigible little girl that it had been easy to forget she was grieving. He’d never treated her cruelly, of course, but neither had he been very kind. In truth, she’d annoyed him more often than not, and he’d done everything he could to avoid her.
And all the while she’d been grieving the loss of her parents and looking to him for a way to forget. 
Humbling, indeed. 
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Sophie’s lips flattened into an unhappy line as she stole a glance at James’s profile, warmth flooding her cheeks. She’d said too much, and now he was lost for words, struggling to think of a suitable response. Or something suitably sufficient to extricate himself from the conversation. 
She could be such a ninny sometimes. They were having a perfectly lovely chat about his sketches, and then she’d tromped all over it with talk of her dead parents. What was the matter with her?
Nibbling at her bottom lip, she sneaked a glance at him from the corner of her eye. She ought to put the poor man out of his misery and excuse herself now before the awkward moment dragged on any further.
Parting her lips, she turned to him, intending to do just that. The words, however, died on her tongue, and time seemed to still as James reached out and drew her hand in his. Any thought she’d had of leaving melted away, taking with it her ability to breathe. 
“I’m sorry,” he murmured, tracing the length of her scar with the pad of his thumb. “I’m sorry you were hurt.”
She swallowed, mesmerized by the sight of her hand in his, of him touching her, skin on skin. But something in his voice drew her gaze to his face, and she found him watching her, dark eyes shadowed with regret, and she realized he spoke of more than just her broken wrist. 
“It was a long time ago, James,” she said softly.  
His eyes warmed, as if he liked hearing his name on her lips. “Even so...”
He dipped his head, raising her hand to his lips, and her breath caught in her throat as he brushed a kiss on the center of her palm. Her pulse kicked up a frantic rhythm as he caressed her with his mouth, coursing the line of her scar with his lips until he reached the lace trim at her sleeve. 
He pulled back slightly, his eyes meeting hers. And then he began to unfasten the buttons at her wrist. 
Belly fluttering, heart in her throat, Sophie tracked his progress as he loosed the tiny pearls, working his way up her sleeve until he’d conquered them all. Then he picked up where he’d left off, trailing slow kisses across the bared slash of scar bisecting her wrist, his lips lingering over the frenzied beat of her pulse.
She bit her lower lip, but a tiny moan slipped free, and James’s head came up. His eyes locked on hers, and the heat in his gaze touched her everywhere. He reached his hand out, the pads of his fingers grazing her cheek, and she held her breath as he leaned forward and did the same with his mouth, brushing his lips, soft as a whisper, against the heated flesh of her cheek.
Sophie held herself perfectly still, afraid if she moved wrongly, breathed wrongly, the moment would come to an end. 
And she did not want it to end. Not until James kissed her.  
Please, kiss me, she begged silently. Please. 
Gently, James clasped her chin between his thumb and forefinger and leaned in, closing the distance inch by slow inch until his breath fanned her trembling lips. 
Sophie’s hands gripped the edges of the sketchbook, but she barely registered the discomfort. All she could think of was James’s mouth on hers.
And then he was kissing her, brushing her lips with his in a slow, searing caress that raked over every inch of her body, sending a shiver skittering across her skin. Oh, his lips were deliciously warm. She leaned into him, returning his kiss eagerly, fitting her mouth to his.
His hands tangled in her loose curls, and he gently urged her head to one side, deepening the kiss before stroking his tongue along her lower lip, wringing a gasp from her throat.
He tasted of brandy and mint, the slow, wet slide of his tongue as intoxicating as any spirit she’d ever sampled. She wanted more.
With a low whimper, she touched her tongue to his, glorying in the groan that rumbled low in his chest. Desire thrummed through her veins, pooling in her belly, and she pressed into him, desperate to feel his body against hers. She let go of the sketchbook and raised her hands to his chest, curling her fingers into the soft linen of his shirt as she leaned into him. 
The motion sent the sketchbook falling to the floor with a soft thud, which was when James tore his lips from hers, his hands falling from her hair as he drew in a labored breath of air.
Sophie swept her tongue over her swollen lips, and James tracked the motion with his eyes. He reached up and traced her bottom lip with his thumb, and for a moment she thought he might kiss her again. She wanted him to, so much she nearly asked for it.
But then he pulled his hand away, and abruptly sat back against the sofa. “I think you should go to bed now, Sophie,” he said, his voice a gravelly rasp. 
For a long moment she sat perfectly still, perplexed by his tone, his abrupt change of mood. He’d been so passionate a moment ago, so tender. Had she done something to displease him?
His expression revealed nothing of his thoughts, and his gaze was trained on the sofa table as if she’d already left the room. As if what had just happened meant nothing to him.
With trembling fingers, she touched her swollen lips, the memory of his kiss still fresh in her mind, the warmth of his mouth, his hands in her hair, the hot slide of his tongue...
“Sophie.”
She looked up, found him watching her with those dark, unreadable eyes, his lips pulled into a grim line. Slowly she lowered her hand to her lap as shame washed over her, hot and swift. 
She wanted to kiss him again. She wanted more than kisses. She wanted to touch him, to learn the feel of his body beneath her hands. She wanted— 
But it didn’t matter what she wanted. James did not feel the same, and there would be no more kisses.
“Right,” she muttered, before rising to her feet. By reflex, she gripped her skirts in her hands as if she meant to curtsy but managed to stay the impulse. Now was not the time for drawing room behavior. 
“Good night, my lord,” she said evenly, using the honorific to put some distance between them and gain some semblance of control. 
James bowed his head, his eyes crinkling at the corners. “Good night, Miss Everett.”
With as much dignity as she could muster, Sophie quit the room, softly shutting the door behind her before leaning against it and covering her face with her hands.
What on earth had just happened in there? Had she truly been kissed—by James, of all people? 
It was her girlhood fantasy come true, only better. So much better. Never in all her years of dreaming had she imagined a kiss could be like that, all hungry lips and sliding tongue and gentle, caressing hands. It had been…remarkable.
And it meant nothing to him. 
Which meant it would mean nothing to her, too, she decided firmly, as she made her way through the darkened library and headed for the door. She’d left her candle in the study, but there was no going back for it now. Her pride wouldn’t allow it, not after he’d practically ordered her from the room. 
It was obvious he wanted to forget the kiss had ever happened, so that’s precisely what they would do. She would leave behind the memory of their sweet, intimate meeting in the study and never speak of it again. 
It was only a kiss, after all. How difficult could it possibly be to forget?




Chapter Thirteen
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The next few weeks  passed in a flurry of visits to the shops, fittings at the modiste, and piles and piles of invitations as London’s Beau Monde prepared for the Season’s parade of activities. 
By the evening of Lady Langsley’s annual ball—long-considered the unofficial start to the Season—Sophie was already exhausted. 
Slumping against the wall, she yawned into her fan, only half-listening as Aunt Augusta chatted with her long-time friend, Mrs. Prewitt, a kindly, talkative woman Sophie had always liked. 
Normally she enjoyed chatting with the woman, but tonight she was more than happy to simply stand here and listen. Or, rather, pretend to listen.
The orchestra strained to be heard above the din as the guests laughed and danced and drank ratafia. Their hostess fluttered about the room, obviously pleased by the turn-out, not to mention the evening’s African-jungle theme. 
Giant potted palms framed the dance floor and lined the walls, crammed together with bright green, bushy ferns suspended from hooked stands wrapped in ivy. Exotic blooms of red, yellow and white had been artfully displayed atop every surface imaginable, filling the room with perfume and pollen in equal measures. 
Lady Langsley had even managed to get the temperature right, though, of course, this was unintentional. The ballroom was just a few degrees shy of sweltering and the swathe of silk fans fluttering about the room like giant butterflies made Sophie smile, even as a bead of sweat trickled down her back. 
“…but I’m afraid I must be going now.” Mrs. Prewitt’s voice broke into her thoughts. “It is much too warm in here, and I fear I might keel over if I stay another moment longer.” The poor woman’s plump cheeks had turned an alarming shade of red.
“Of course, Mary,” Aunt Augusta said with an understanding pat on her shoulder. “We shall see you tomorrow evening at Almack’s, hm?”
Sophie gave Mrs. Prewitt a sympathetic smile and bid her farewell, watching as the lady wended her way through the crowd toward the exit. 
“Poor Mrs. Prewitt,” she murmured. “She did not look well.”
“Mary will be fine,” Aunt Augusta said briskly. “She’s a stout woman, and I am certain she would rather you focused your attention on finding a husband.” Her lips thinned into an unhappy line. “You should be dancing, Sophie.”
Stifling the urge to sigh, she replied, “It is much too warm for dancing.” 
“Your cousin hasn’t let the heat keep her from the dance floor,” her aunt said, motioning toward the dancing couples with her cane.
Indeed, Olivia had danced nearly every set since they’d arrived, and still she looked as lovely and elegant as she had when they’d first set out for the evening. It was as incredible as it was irritating.
“Olivia loves to dance,” Sophie pointed out.
“As do you.”
“True. But I haven’t been asked.”
It was a conversation they’d had a thousand times before.
“Do you want to be asked?”
Surprised by the question, she looked at her aunt, and was met with a raised eyebrow and assessing hazel eyes. “Of course, I do,” she said, though she wasn’t entirely certain it was true. “But I can hardly force the gentlemen to dance with me, can I?”
Aunt Augusta harrumphed. “No, but you can do more to encourage them to ask.”
“I don’t know how to be encouraging,” Sophie said with a sigh.
Even the thought of trying such a thing made her flesh itch. She’d never mastered the art of flirtation, and she rather suspected she never would. She didn’t seem to have the constitution for it. 
“Encouraging a man is really quite simple, my dear,” Aunt Augusta said. “You are a lovely girl, and men are astoundingly easy to lead. All you must do is smile sweetly and flutter your fan, or even your eyelashes, like so.” 
She demonstrated first one, then the other, batting her eyes as she raised her fan to conceal the coy smile curving her lips. It was quite possibly the most adorable thing Sophie had ever seen, and she struggled to hold back a laugh.
“There, you see?” Aunt Augusta lowered her fan. “It’s easy.”
Sophie furrowed her brow, giving her chin a thoughtful stroke. “It seems rather complex to me. Would you mind demonstrating it again?” 
Her lips trembled with the urge to giggle, and Aunt Augusta flicked her arm with her fan, huffing out an exasperated laugh. “Oh, you are impossible!” 
“I’m sorry,” Sophie said with a shrug. “It’s all so silly, though. I cannot see myself doing that sort of thing.”
“Men like that sort of thing,” her aunt said firmly. “They want to be encouraged.”
Sophie wrinkled her nose. “But it’s so undignified. Not to mention obvious.”
“There is a time for subtlety, my girl, but with men, I’ve learned it is often the obvious hints that are the most successful. Promise me you will give it a try, hm?”
To hear her aunt speak, one would think the male sex was comprised mainly of idiots and degenerates. It was a wonder she wanted her nieces to marry at all. 
But Sophie knew from experience how little good it would do to argue with the woman, so she simply said, “Fine. I shall do my best.”
“Excellent, excellent.” Aunt Augusta clapped her hands together. “And look there, Dearborn has just arrived. You may start practicing on him.”
Oh, God. 
James was here. 
Helplessly, Sophie turned, her heart thrashing in her chest like a wild thing. She spotted him at the doors, executing an elegant bow as he greeted their hostess, effortlessly masculine in his snug jacket of dark blue superfine and fawn-colored trousers that hugged his thighs. He grinned at something Lady Langsley said, a devastating slash of straight white teeth that wreaked havoc on Sophie’s nerves. 
Only a month ago that mouth had been on hers, she thought, her cheeks growing warm. He’d kissed her senseless, annihilated every inhibition, every thought, with just his lips and his hands.
She’d replayed that night in her mind more times than she cared to admit, still amazed it had happened, still embarrassed over her response. He must have thought her so tiresome with her fumbling words and schoolgirl blushes. It would certainly explain why he’d been in such a hurry to get rid of her. 
God, how humiliating! Even more humiliating than her silly sonnet. And she had to face him again tonight. What would she say to him? How on earth would she manage to look him in the eye? 
As if feeling the weight of her stare, James turned, his gaze cutting to hers. Sophie froze, ensnared by the warmth in those dark brown eyes, the way they crinkled at the corners with the curve of his smile.  
Flustered, she turned back to her aunt and sputtered some nonsense about a parched throat before rushing off in the direction of the refreshments table, her face awash with heat. 
Dash it all, he’d caught her staring. 
She’d spent these last few weeks agonizing over what she would say when she saw him again, how she should act in the aftermath of The Kiss. She’d already decided the best course of action was to pretend it had never happened. She only hoped she could manage it. 
Skirting a group of matrons, she reached the refreshments table and poured herself a glass of ratafia, a frown marring her brow. She’d never been very good at playacting, but there was nothing else to be done. Pretending that night never happened was the only plan she had. 
James would undoubtedly approve. He was probably even more eager than she was to put that night behind them. He had more important things to worry about, like finding a wife, and if he truly expected Sophie to assist him, she would have to find a way to go back to the way things were before.
Of course, not staring at the man like a smitten fool would be a good place to start.
“Is it an African punch?”
Sophie startled, nearly spilling her drink down the front of her peach silk gown. Slowly, she turned to greet James, a polite smile firmly in place even as her cheeks warmed. “It’s ratafia,” she said, relieved when her voice didn’t waver.
“Hm.” He stepped up to the table and poured himself a glass. “Bit uninspired, isn’t it?”
“Yes. A bit.” 
Heavens, was she always this dreadful at small talk or had their kiss rendered her so? A grimace tugged at her lips. There she went again, thinking about that dratted kiss. She was supposed to forget about it. 
Of course, James seemed completely unaffected. He probably hadn’t spared a single thought for that night since leaving Keswick House. If only she could say the same.
“I can practically hear your thoughts churning,” he said, chuckling softly as he came to a stand beside her. He sipped from his ratafia, and then: “It was only a kiss, Sophie.”
She stiffened, her body rocked by the shock of his words, the casual way they’d tripped from his lips, like some rote remark on the unseasonably warm weather they were having.  
“Of course, it was,” she said, her voice blessedly even. She raised her glass to her lips, hardly tasting the sweet brew as she tried to wrangle in her wayward emotions.
“It shouldn’t have happened,” he said. “But it did. And we cannot undo it.”
Sophie nodded, even as her heart gave a sharp twist. His words were no great surprise—she’d already suspected he regretted their kiss—but it smarted all the same, hearing her suspicions confirmed so baldly, and in a crowded ballroom, no less. 
“You’re right,” she said. “It should not have happened.”
“And it can’t happen again.” He sipped casually from his ratafia. “You will have to try harder to resist me, Sophie. You mustn’t kiss me again, no matter how tempted you might be.” 
She turned to him and stared at his profile, brows drawn together in affronted disbelief. “Forgive me, the music must be affecting my hearing. I cannot have heard you correctly,” she said, “since you and I both know it was you who kissed me.”
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“I suppose I did kiss you first,” he said, slanting her a look, “but you did kiss me back. And rather enthusiastically, if memory serves.”
A blush rose in her cheeks, and she frowned at him, clearly displeased by the reminder, though she made no argument against it. After all, there was none to be made. They were both there that night.
“It was the brandy,” she said with a lofty set to her chin. “It obviously addled my mind.”
“Right. Obviously.”
“Just as it addled yours,” she said, her tone brooking no argument. “In any event, it was a mistake. A silly, drunken mistake, and we need never speak of it again.”
“Excellent,” he said. “We’re agreed, then.” 
He turned to face the crowd and sipped at his warm ratafia, staring distractedly at the dance floor as Sophie’s words echoed through his mind. 
Silly, drunken mistake. 
She might blame the brandy, but James knew better. He knew why he’d kissed her, knew the true source of his addled mind, and it hadn’t been the brandy. 
It had been her. 
She’d bewitched him that night with her tart mouth and her naked toes and her sweet, vulnerable smile. He was attracted to her, damn it all—had been even before he’d kissed her—and though he’d tried to banish it, stubbornly it remained, tenuously tethered, like a dozing serpent coiled in his belly.  
The brandy was merely the excuse he’d needed to loosen the knot and set it free. 
Which was exactly why it could not happen again. There would be no more kisses, no more naked toes or bottles of brandy, or long conversations in the dark. There couldn’t be. There was too much at stake.
One kiss could be excused, explained away as a moment of madness and swiftly forgotten. But a second kiss? A second kiss would be nothing short of idiocy. 
“So…” Sophie cleared her throat into the uncomfortable silence, the interruption a welcome respite from his thoughts. “Have we found our first candidate for the future Countess of Dearborn yet?” 
James pursed his lips. No, he hadn’t. He’d arrived in London only three days ago and had given very little thought to the task of finding a bride. He’d been busy tending to matters of business—Parliamentary sittings, meetings with staff, a seemingly unending pile of correspondence to go through—but, if he was honest with himself, he would have to admit he’d mostly been putting it off. 
He didn’t much care for the whirlwind of the Season, and the prospect of searching for a bride brought him no pleasure. It did, however, give him an aching head. 
But, he knew it had to be done. And there was no time like the present to begin.  
“Let me see,” he mused, sweeping his gaze over the room in search of promising prospects.
Many young ladies caught his eye—a slender redhead (lovely face but no discernible bosom); a tall blonde (lush figure and a laugh like a braying donkey)—but it was several moments before he finally found one with no visible—or audible—flaws.
“The brunette in the yellow dress,” he said, pointing toward the dance floor with his chin. “Who is she?” 
“Yellow dress…” Sophie’s eyes roved over the dancing couples. “Ah. Miss Louisa Driscoll. She made her come-out last Season. Her father is a viscount.”
Ah, then she must be Henry Driscoll’s daughter. James had only met the man a few times, but he seemed a decent-enough fellow.
“What else can you tell me about her?” he asked, watching Miss Driscoll as she skipped about the dance floor.
“Well,” Sophie said, clearing her throat. “She’s beautiful. Sociable. Lively. Loves to dance.” There was a subtle pinch about her mouth and her voice had gone oddly flat, like a child forced to recite the world’s capital cities in alphabetical order.
“And you hate her,” James said, smiling despite himself.
“I don’t hate her,” she said, pursing her lips. “I barely know the girl.”  
“Sophie…” He turned to her, slipping his free hand into his pocket. “While I admire your diplomatic spirit, it has no place in this arrangement of ours. If I’m to make an educated decision, I first need to be educated. I want to know everything you know, the good and the bad.”
“As you wish.” Clasping her empty ratafia glass at her front, she cleared her throat. “What I said before was true: Miss Driscoll is popular and sociable. Unfortunately, she is also snobbish and entitled. And, no, I do not like her.” 
It wasn’t the most flattering of descriptions, but such characteristics were hardly uncommon amongst the ladies of the ton. He wasn’t looking for perfection, and he knew going in that some concessions would need to be made when selecting a bride. 
He found Miss Driscoll again and watched her as she vacated the dance floor on the arm of her partner. “Is she intelligent?” he asked Sophie.
“Yes, I believe so.” 
He arched one brow to suggest she might elaborate. 
“I told you I barely know her,” she said, her tone vaguely defensive. “But, based on our limited interactions, I do believe she is reasonably intelligent, though I shouldn’t expect lengthy discussions on philosophy or politics.”
He nodded. “Good,” he said. “I’m looking for a wife, not a friend.”
Sophie’s head tipped to one side, and she speared him with an assessing look. “Can she not be both?”
Not if he could help it. 
“Never mind,” she said, holding her hands up. “I forgot I was speaking to the Earl of Dearborn, who asks only that his bride be beautiful, well-bred, and fertile.” Her tone was bone-dry and more than a little disapproving. 
Tossing her a wink, he teased, “A large dowry wouldn’t go amiss, either.” 
She shook her head, though her lips twitched with a begrudging smile. “Then Miss Driscoll might well be your ideal match,” she said. “I believe she is looking for much the same in a husband.”
Chuckling, James turned to face the crowd, intending to give Miss Driscoll one more look before he decided whether or not to pursue an introduction. He scanned the crush of guests for her pale yellow gown, frowning when he couldn’t find her again. 
Where had she disappeared to? He’d seen her only a moment ago. Continuing his search, he swept his gaze over the crowd…and then, out of nowhere, his muscles tensed, unease prickling at the back of his neck, dull but undeniable.
He was being watched. But who—? 
And then he spotted him. His old friend, Marcus, Viscount Fitzgerald. 
Fucking hell.
Their gazes locked, and even from across the room, the viscount’s cold smile sent a chill of unease down his spine. What in blazes was he doing in London? How long had he been back?
And how had James not heard of his return? 
Questions crashed through his mind, tying his stomach in knots, the implications of Fitzgerald’s return settling in his chest like a bag of bricks, constricting his lungs. 
“James?” Sophie’s tentative voice drew his gaze. “Are you all right?” 
He nodded, striving for nonchalance even as the blood roared in his ears. “Apologies,” he muttered. “I was…momentarily distracted.”
Her brows drew together. “Is something the matter?” 
Only everything. But he merely shook his head and lied through his teeth. “No. Everything is fine.”
Clearly unconvinced, she held his gaze for a long beat, likely debating whether or not to press him on the matter. Finally, she nodded her acceptance and turned away without another word. 
When James looked out across the ballroom, Fitzgerald was no longer there. He didn’t see him again for the rest of the evening.




Chapter Fourteen
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“What do you think  of these, Sophie? Shall I take them?”
Sophie looked up from the dark green kid gloves she’d been admiring for the better part of five minutes to find Olivia at a neighboring display case, holding up a pair of earrings. 
“They’re lovely,” she said, “but don’t you have a similar pair at home?”
The two were out for a bit of shopping, their maid, Nellie, in tow, and although they’d already spent an inordinate amount of time (and pin money) at the hosier’s and the milliner’s, no trip to Bond Street was complete without a visit to Madame Adelasia’s Fashion Boutique. 
The lady’s shop was famous for its unique, one-of-a-kind jewelry, not to mention the hand-painted silk fans imported from China, which could only be found here. 
It was nearly impossible to leave Madame Adelasia’s shop empty-handed.  
“These earrings are a darker shade of violet,” Olivia said. “And the crystals are larger.” 
Which, in Olivia-speak, translated to: Yes, they are similar, but I’m going to buy them regardless.
“I think I’ll wear them tonight with my new lilac gown,” she mused. “The color will bring out my eyes, and the duke once told me my eyes are as lovely as a summer sky.” Her expression turned wry. “It’s a tad unoriginal, I grant you, but sweet all the same.”
Sophie’s head notched to one side. “Duke? Are you referring to the Duke of Paxton?” 
“Of course,” Olivia said. “His behavior last night at Lady Langsley’s ball was most promising and I think, with the right encouragement, he might ask me to dance tonight at Almack’s.” Her lips tipped up in a smile full of anticipation.
Sophie turned to face her fully, her brows drawn together. “What are you talking about, Livvy?” she asked in a low voice. “Why are you encouraging the Duke of Paxton’s attentions?”
Olivia’s blonde brows dipped as she fiddled with a pair of satin gloves on the counter. “He’s one of London’s most sought-after bachelors. Why shouldn’t I encourage him?”
“Because he asked for your hand last Season and you turned him down, that’s why.”
“That was last Season,” she said, lifting a shoulder. “The circumstances have changed.”
“I know they’ve changed, but…” Sophie sighed. Really, what had gotten into her cousin? “You told me his conversation was far too dull to endure for the rest of your life, remember? You said he wasn’t the sort of husband you wanted and that you could never marry him.”
“Yes, well, Paxton might be dull, but he is also kind and gentle and—and he would take care of me. And that is more than good enough for most.”
Sophie searched her cousin’s face for some hint as to what she might be feeling, but all she found was mulish determination. “But what of love, Livvy? Don’t you want to marry for love?” 
Olivia blew out a breath. “Love is a blessing granted to those with the time to wait for it, and time is a luxury I no longer have. Now”—she began gathering up her items—“we had best make our purchases and leave for the bookshop. Aunt Augusta will be cross with us if we dally too long.”
Sophie wanted to stop her and demand she take back what she’d said and make her promise she would hold onto her hope for love, but she held her tongue. Madame Adelasia’s busy boutique was not the place for such a discussion. 
Besides, she knew better than to push her cousin when she was in one of her stubborn moods. Deciding to let the matter go—temporarily, at least—she followed after Olivia and, after making their purchases, they left the shop and headed up Bond Street’s crowded walkway, Nellie trailing behind them. 
Olivia chattered away the entire time, cheerfully outlining what she would wear to Almack’s this evening, then cheerfully suggesting what she thought Sophie should wear to Almack’s this evening. Not that Sophie minded. Her cousin was far more fashion-minded than she was, and often helped her with her evening ensemble.
They had plans to attend the theater tonight before heading to Almack’s. Carlotta Cuccio, the celebrated Italian soprano, was performing tonight, and although the woman was reputed to have the voice of an angel, Sophie still wished she could stay at home and read. Nothing could ever please her as well as a good book, not even music from the heavens. 
But her aunt would never agree to let her stay at home, so there was no sense in wallowing over it. Lady Keswick had graciously invited them to share the Keswicks’ private box with her tonight, along with Emmy and Griffin—and possibly James, as well. 
Sophie hadn’t seen him since their talk of Louisa Driscoll last night, so she didn’t yet know what he’d thought of the girl. She knew he’d met her, though—she’d seen them together and the two had talked for quite a long while. 
And, although she thought very little of Miss Driscoll’s character, she had to admit the young lady was beautiful, and no one could deny the two made a handsome couple. 
Her nose scrunched up at the idea of James marrying her. She truly was an awful creature, conceited and rude, and so accustomed to having her own way she didn’t even bother to hide her awfulness. And why should she? Men seemed more than willing to overlook her waspish tongue if her pretty face and generous bosom were also on display. 
Skirting around a group of women gathered around a shop window, Sophie suppressed a sigh. Why was it that men—even the most intelligent, discerning of men—could be so easily taken in by a pretty face?
“Ah, here we are!” Olivia announced as the bookshop came into view. “The walk is so crowded today, I wondered whether we’d ever make it.”
“Thank you, Nellie,” Sophie said as the maid opened the door for them, setting off the little bell with a pleasing jangle. 
Stepping inside, Sophie drew in a deep breath, savoring the scents of paper and leather and wood polish. Covingtons’ was an enormous shop with rows upon rows of books stretching all the way to the ceiling. Several patrons strolled along the well-trodden carpet today, perusing the shelves for their next treasure. 
“We’ll wait for you by the window,” Olivia said before heading off with Nellie. 
Not an enthusiastic reader, Olivia preferred to pass the time in one of the chairs at the front of the bookshop, watching the stream of pedestrians and carriages go by while she waited. 
Sophie strolled to the section reserved for novels and began browsing the shelves, though her mind was still preoccupied with thoughts of James and Louisa Driscoll.  
She’d seen with her own two eyes how willing men were to overlook Miss Driscoll’s unpleasantness, but she thought James would have higher standards. His decision to seek out an introduction to the girl, even after Sophie’s less-than-complimentary report, had surprised her. 
After all, what good was the report if he only ignored it? Frustrating man.
She knew men and women married all the time for reasons that had nothing to do with character or compatibility, so it would hardly be unusual for James to do the same. And if he did marry Louisa Driscoll with the pretty face and petty tongue…well, what of it? 
Truth be told, she should want him to choose Miss Driscoll. It would mean the end of their arrangement, and that would be a good thing. A very good thing, for then she could go back to the way things were before the house party. Before she’d met James again.
She could forget about this entire situation—about him—and return to what mattered most: securing a happy future for Olivia.  
“Pardon me, miss?”
The voice, deep and male, startled her from her reverie and she looked up, straight into a pair of warm indigo eyes. 
“I apologize for the intrusion,” the stranger said, “but there’s a book just there”—he pointed to the shelf in front of her—“that I would like to purchase. If you will allow me...?”
“Oh. Yes, of course.” She stepped back, clearing the way.
He inclined his head in thanks, and she watched with ill-concealed interest as he plucked a book from the shelf. The first volume of Ivanhoe by Walter Scott, one of her favorite authors.  
“Have you read it?” he asked, noting her regard.
She hesitated—he was a stranger, after all, and she knew she should not speak to him—but his smile was so friendly, she felt her reticence fall away. “I have,” she said, returning his smile. “Many times.” 
He nodded approvingly. “It’s an excellent novel. My favorite, in fact. I’ve put my own copy through so much abuse I had to come for a new one.”
“I know what you mean,” she said. “I was forced to do the same with The Bride of Lammermoor. Twice.”
“The Bride of Lammermoor.” He pursed his lips. “I’ve read it, but I’m afraid it was a bit too tragic for my liking.” 
Sophie gave a little laugh. “It is a sad story,” she said, “but I suppose I like tragic novels. Every once in a while, that is.” 
He nodded. “An occasional cry can be rather restorative.” 
“Precisely. Like rain washing away the grime.” 
He grinned, as if delighted by the metaphor, and Sophie was more than a little dazzled by his smile. Who was this man? The urge to ask overcame her, the question teetering on the tip of her tongue, but  she hesitated, unsure…and then he was speaking again. 
“I’ve enjoyed this little chat of ours,” he said, and the warmth in his gaze brought a flush to her cheeks. “Alas, I have business to attend to, and so I must bid you farewell. But…” He leaned in close, a lock of dark blonde hair sweeping across his brow. “I do hope we’ll meet again. At the park, perhaps, or maybe in a ballroom.” His eyes twinkled. “Will you save a waltz for me?”
“Absolutely not,” she said firmly, even as a smile tugged at her lips. “We haven’t been formally introduced, sir. I don’t even know your name.” 
“I suppose I’ll have to remedy that,” he said with a wink. “But, until then…” He sketched an elegant bow and then, with a final flash of his charming grin, he was gone.
Sophie watched, bemused, as the gentleman walked to the front of the store, his strides long, his gait confident and graceful. He was tall and impeccably dressed, undoubtedly a peer of the realm. But who? And how had she never seen him before today?
“Who was that gentleman?” Olivia asked, coming up beside her. “Do you know him?”
Sophie shook her head. “I’ve never seen him before.”
“How odd. You spoke with him for so long I assumed you were acquainted with him.” 
They watched in silence as the gentleman finished with his purchase and exited the shop. Then Olivia turned to Sophie with curious eyes. “What did he say to you?”
Sophie shrugged. “Nothing of great interest. We talked about books, mostly.”
“Books, hm?” Olivia tapped a finger against her lips. “I wonder who he is? And if he’s single…” Her hand fell away, and she blew out a breath. “Oh, I do wish Emmy was here right now. She would know who your mystery man is.”
“He isn’t my mystery man, Livvy. He isn’t my anything—”
But her words fell on deaf ears as the man in question chose that moment to walk past the shop window. Olivia dashed across the room, eagerly peering after him, her nose practically pressed to the glass. 
Sophie sighed. “Olivia, what are you doing?”
“I’m spying.” She tossed a grin over her shoulder. “On your future husband.”
“He isn’t my—oh, never mind. Come, I think it’s time we headed home. I’ll shop for books later.”
“He could be your future husband, you know,” Olivia said as they made their way to the front door. “And how perfect that your first meeting was in your favorite bookshop. It’s so sweet, it might have been written in the pages of a romantic novel.”
Biting back a groan, Sophie followed Olivia onto the front walk to await their carriage, sending up a silent prayer for patience as her cousin continued her onslaught of excited chatter. 
Sadly, it would prove to be the first of many such prayers that day.                                              




Chapter Fifteen
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As it turned out , Emmy did know the identity of the mystery gentleman from Covingtons’ bookshop, a fact she shared later that evening in the Keswicks’ private theater box at Covent Garden. The performance hadn’t yet begun and the three friends were seated together in the front row of chairs. 
“‘Tall and handsome with blonde hair and blue eyes’?” Emmy nodded. “That must be Lord Marcus Fitzgerald. He’s the fourth Viscount Fitzgerald and, yes, he is unmarried.”
“Ooh! He’s a viscount!” Olivia, seated in the middle, clasped her hands together in delight. “Sophie, he’s a viscount.”
“Yes, Livvy, I heard,” she said dryly. “But…Fitzgerald…” She scrunched her nose up. “Why is that name familiar?”
“He’s the gentleman who used to be a friend of James’s,” Emmy said. “The one who just returned to England after being away for two years.”
“Oh, of course. The ‘Lord F—’ talked about in your gossip sheet.”
“Gossip sheet?” Olivia asked, her brows dipping. 
Emmy waved a dismissive hand. “Oh, there is some mystery around the reason for his leaving the country. No one knows why he left or why he’s come back, although it is rumored that he’s returned to find himself a bride.”
“Oh, that is excellent news,” Olivia said, flashing Sophie a suggestive smile.
“I thought surely James would know why he left,” Emmy said, more to herself than anyone. “But he was no help at all. Apparently, they’d lost touch by then.” She clucked her tongue. “In fact, no one seems to know why he left. I’ve heard rumors aplenty—some of them quite absurd, really—but no one knows what made him leave England. It is extremely irritating.”
“I’m certain his reasons for leaving were perfectly normal,” Olivia said. “Perhaps he was traveling and, as you said, he decided it was time to come home and start a family. I’m certain the truth will be revealed soon.” Her expression turned sly. “Perhaps our Sophie can ferret it out for you. She can ask him during their waltz.”
“Waltz? What waltz?” Emmy’s brow puckered in confusion.
“There is no waltz,” Sophie said, rolling her eyes. “I was blocking Lord Fitzgerald’s way to a book, so he asked me to move. We discussed Walter Scott, he made a jest about dancing with me someday, and then he was gone. The whole encounter lasted approximately three minutes.”  
“It was six minutes, actually,” Olivia said with an authoritative tone that set Sophie’s teeth on edge. “And I don’t believe for a single moment that your meeting was accidental. I think he saw you there in the bookshop and decided right then that he had to meet you immediately.”
“Nonsense.” 
Livvy crossed her arms over her chest. “You don’t find it even a little peculiar that the very book he wanted happened to be sitting on the shelf where you were standing?”
“Not at all. Walter Scott is an extremely popular author.”
“That is true,” Emmy said thoughtfully. “And I can believe he entered the bookshop intending to buy that particular book, but…well, could he not simply have waited for you to move before retrieving it?”
Sophie shrugged. “Perhaps he was in a hurry. He did mention needing to see to some business.”
“If he was in such a hurry, he wouldn’t have lingered to talk to you,” Olivia said.
“He’s a gentleman. He was being polite.”
“Polite?” Olivia scoffed. “You know very well that a gentleman should not address a lady without first procuring an introduction. He wanted to talk to you, and he didn’t want to wait.”
Sophie fought the urge to roll her eyes again. “You are making far too much of this, Livvy.”
“I’m not.” 
It was obvious there would be no point in arguing with her mule-headed cousin, so Sophie sought out reinforcements. “What do you think, Em? Is she making too much of this, or am I making too little of it?”
“Well, as we all know, Livvy makes too much of everything—”
“Rude,” Olivia muttered.
“—but in this case, I have to agree with her,” Emmy said. “The gentleman mentioned dancing, Sophie. Surely, he would not have done so unless he intended to meet you again.”
“There!” Olivia crowed. “It’s two against one.”
“I thought you would be on my side,” Sophie grumbled, shooting Emmy a glare. 
“I am on your side, always. But I am also desperate to learn Lord Fitzgerald’s secrets and if you dance with him, you can find them all out and then share them with me.” 
Emmy’s grin had Sophie shaking her head, but she couldn’t hold back her own smile. There was something endearing about her friend’s unabashed nosiness.
Although, not everyone was of the same opinion.
“For goodness’ sake, Emmy!” Olivia griped. “You are the most single-minded person I’ve ever met. Sophie might have captured the interest of a handsome, single viscount and all you care about is what the man was doing two years ago. I think you’ve developed an unnatural desire for gossip, and I’m worried about you.”
“There is nothing unnatural about wanting to know the gentleman’s past,” Emmy said with an affronted sniff. “After all, he might begin courting Sophie, and shouldn’t we try to learn everything we can about him before that happens?”
Sweet, merciful heavens. “Lord Fitzgerald is not going to court me—”
“I hadn’t thought of it like that,” Olivia interrupted, as if Sophie hadn’t said a word. “I suppose it would be good to know if he’s a suitable candidate for her. Although, I cannot imagine how such a man could be unsuitable, and I have a feeling we’ll find out he’s actually rather perfect for her.” 
Sophie sat back in her chair with a groan, which her so-called friends ignored as they carried on their discussion of Viscount Fitzgerald with shared enthusiasm. 
Nothing had gone as she’d planned today. When she rose from her bed this morning, she’d assumed she was in for an afternoon of shopping, a trip to Gunter’s for a lemon ice, and an evening of Italian opera. 
Instead, everything had gone sideways, starting with Olivia’s admission that she intended to encourage the Duke of Paxton’s suit again, which Sophie did not sanction or even understand. 
Then there was the bookshop incident, which had consumed her cousin’s imagination all afternoon. She’d talked of little else, stopping only when Aunt Augusta was near because, although Olivia found the bookshop interlude romantic, their aunt—a stickler for propriety—would definitely not agree.
And, lastly, there was this evening’s visit to the theater. When she’d arrived, she’d expected to find Griffin waiting in the box with his mother and sister, only to learn from Emmy that he wasn’t coming, apparently too ill to leave his lodgings tonight. 
She’d seen Griffin only two days ago and he’d seemed as hale and hearty as ever, but she supposed it was possible he’d eaten something that hadn’t agreed with him. Either way, it didn’t much matter. He wasn’t here, and the hours she’d spent trying to think up ways to seat Olivia and Griffin together had all been for nothing. A little sigh escaped her. Back at square one again. 
“May I sit here, Miss Everett?”
Her head came up, and she found James standing over the empty chair next to hers, gazing down at her with those dark eyes that never failed to scatter her thoughts.
Curving her lips into her best unaffected smile, she inclined her head regally, and said, “Of course, my lord.”  
He settled into the chair, his sleeve brushing hers as he leaned back and propped an ankle on the opposite knee. Sophie held very still, trying to ignore his nearness, an impossible task when every nerve in her body seemed to come alive in his presence. 
It was maddening, this reaction to him. Maddening and stupid. For pity’s sake, they were friends—barely friends—and one did not tingle over one’s friends.
Fortunately, Carlotta Cuccio chose that moment to make her grand entrance, providing Sophie with precisely the distraction she needed. The crowd broke into enthusiastic applause as the beautiful, raven-haired soprano took center stage, tall and elegant in a gown of crimson red. 
With her chin held high, she swept her gaze over the crowd, accepting their adoration as her due. And then she began to sing, the glory of her clear, agile voice filling every corner of the theater. 
“You were right about Miss Driscoll,” James murmured a moment later. “She’s awful.”
Sophie pursed her lips in an attempt to smother her smile. “I did try to warn you.” 
“I know you did.” He sighed, apparently displeased with the reminder. Or, perhaps, with himself. “And I should have listened to you.” 
Cocking her head to one side, she asked the question that had been bothering her since last night. “Why didn’t you?” 
He shrugged. “I don’t know,” he said. “I suppose I hoped you had exaggerated her flaws.”
Sophie speared him with a humorless look. “I do not exaggerate.”
The tension around his mouth eased, and his eyes warmed with amusement. “I also hoped she might have some compensating qualities.” 
Compensating qualities? Confusion knit her brow. What qualities would possibly compensate for—oh. Of course. 
“You mean, you thought her beauty would offset some of her less flattering characteristics,” she said, not bothering to hide her disapproval.
Really, men could be frightfully shallow creatures at times. 
“I can see I’ve disappointed you,” he said gravely, though the twinkle in his eyes was anything but repentant. 
“Yes, you have.” Leaning back in her seat, she folded her arms over her chest and sighed. “I suppose I should have expected this. You’re not the first man to be wooed by a pretty face, and you won’t be the last. Men do tend to value beauty over everything else.”
James crooked a brow. “Know a lot about men, do you?” 
She matched him brow for brow. “There really isn’t much to know, is there?” 
This earned her a grin, a slow, appreciative turn of his lips that warmed his eyes and made her heart flutter. Abruptly she turned away, before she could make a cake of herself, and feigned an all-consuming interest in the patrons seated in the theater boxes across the way.
Good heavens, what was the matter with her? Why did she speak to him the way she did? What was it about this man that compelled her to tease him so, when no other man ever had? 
It was confusing and uncomfortable and frustrating. And it had to stop. Before it was misinterpreted, and she found herself the subject of speculation and gossip. She was attracted to James—there was no sense in denying it—but that’s all it was. An innocent attraction. And the last thing she needed was the ton believing it was something more.
The only thing worse would be if James believed it, too.
[image: image-placeholder]Smiling to himself, James stole another glance at Sophie’s profile, still thinking of the playful glint in her eyes, the superior arch to her brow. She did seem to delight in insulting him, didn’t she? The minx. 
Not that he truly minded. He’d grown rather fond of her insults, even found himself looking forward to them, so much so that he’d sometimes forget these meetings were meant for business, not pleasure—the business of finding him a wife. 
Which was why he was here tonight—at least, in part.
In truth, he’d come because Lady Keswick had asked him to. Griff was meant to have been his mother’s escort, but he’d sent her a missive early this morning claiming a megrim or some such malady that would prevent him from leaving his bed. 
James made no comment on the state of Griffin’s well-being—not even when the marchioness had pressed him for answers on the ride to the theater—but he was fairly certain his friend was as fit as a fiddle. And if he was confined to his bed, there was sure to be a beautiful young widow there with him.
Griff bloody-well owed him.
Not that he truly resented acting as escort. He’d had no specific engagements planned, and he genuinely liked spending time with Emmy and Lady Keswick. But his idea of an enjoyable evening did not extend to listening to the warblings of an Italian soprano, no matter how celebrated she might be.
He’d rather have spent these two hours at his club with a newspaper in one hand and a glass of brandy in the other, snatching a few moments of solitude before making his way to Almack’s. 
Alas, it wasn’t meant to be. And he was here now, so he might as well make the best of it. Perhaps he would spot a young lady of interest in the crowd…
“Sophie! Sophie!” 
Olivia’s voice pulled him from his reverie, and he glanced over to find her leaning across Emmy, her eyes wide with excitement. 
“He’s here,” she hissed. “In Lord Hughes’ box. And he’s watching you.” 
James turned his gaze to the boxes across the way and scanned the crowd, though it was an exercise in futility. He hadn’t a clue who he was looking for, nor even where Lord Hughes’ box was located. 
“You cannot possibly tell that from this distance,” Sophie said, her tone long-suffering. “And will you sit back in your seat, please? You’re beginning to draw notice.”
“I think Olivia’s right,” Emmy said. “He does appear to be watching you. Here”—she held out her opera glasses—“look for yourself.”
“Absolutely not.” Sophie nudged the glasses away with her hand. “I came here tonight to watch the performance, not the patrons, and I would appreciate it if you two would do the same.”
Olivia threw Emmy a frown. “One would think she’d be at least a little excited to see him here.”
“Yes, one would think,” Emmy replied with a nod.
Sophie ignored the both of them, and eventually Olivia settled back in her seat and turned to face the stage, though not without an audible huff.
“Have you attracted an admirer, Miss Everett?” James tried for a teasing tone, but the words came out rough, scraping against his throat. The result of all this candle smoke, no doubt.
“Olivia seems to think I have,” Sophie said with a sigh. 
“You don’t agree?”
“Of course not.” Her lips dipped into a peevish frown. “I only met the gentleman this afternoon, but my cousin is convinced he means to ask for my hand by week’s end. It is absurd.”
James smiled. “Why ‘absurd’? Perhaps the man was enchanted by you.” 
The look she gave him suggested his remark was a grave insult to her intelligence. “I very much doubt that.”
“Why?”
“Because I am not enchanting,” she said, as if it should be obvious. “I’m plain and bookish and—and I don’t even know how to flirt with a man, let alone enchant one.”
Plain? Sophie thought she was plain? The admission stunned him. What did she see when she stood before a looking glass?
Sweeping his gaze over her profile, James attempted to see what she saw, these so-called flaws that rendered her plain, but he could find none. She had two eyes, moss green and bright with intelligence; a high forehead; a small, pointed chin. Her nose was straight and slender, a smattering of freckles scattered along the bridge and across her cheeks. 
And her lips…
Her lips were soft and pink and irresistibly plump. Irrefutably kissable. 
“You’re wrong,” he said, his voice gruff. “There’s nothing plain about you, Sophie.”
A blush rose in her cheeks, and her eyes darkened several shades to a deep emerald velvet. His words had pleased her. 
She held his gaze for a long moment, clearly searching for a note of insincerity, a hint of laughter, as if she thought he was humoring her. As if she thought he might take the words back. 
He did not.
“And as for your assertion that you don’t know how to flirt…” He gave a dismissive flick of his fingers. “Utter nonsense. You flirt with me all the time.”
Her mouth fell open. “I don’t!”
“You do,” he said. “And you’re rather good at it, too.”
Her brow puckered, and she began working her bottom lip with her teeth, something she did whenever a new piece of information required some thought. 
“Well,” she said with a shrug, “even if that is true, it is hardly relevant. Our interactions don’t truly count, do they? Not as real flirting, anyway.”
James arched a brow but made no reply. 
“What I mean is, with us there isn’t any…you know…” She flicked a hand back and forth between them as she searched for the words, finally giving up and letting her arm fall into her lap. “We’re friends. It isn’t the same.”
The hell it wasn’t. Sophie might be an innocent, but even she couldn’t deny the attraction between them. She wasn’t blind, and neither was he. He knew damned well she wanted him. 
And as for himself… 
Well, if he had his way—if this was a world without consequences—he would pull her onto his lap right now and strip her clothing away piece by piece until every inch of her glorious body was bared to him, bathed in candlelight and begging for his kisses. 
But such a fantasy could not come true, and it was foolish even to entertain it.
“At any rate,” she continued, blessedly unaware of the turn of his thoughts, “I can assure you the viscount was not enchanted by our conversation today. I honestly doubt he even remembers it.”
James froze. Viscount? His gaze shot to the boxes opposite theirs, and he panned his eyes over every row, searching for one face in particular, and hoping like hell not to find it.
“Viscount?” he asked, striving for a casual tone.
Sophie nodded. “The Viscount Fitzgerald. He’s the gentleman I met in the bookshop today.”
Bloody, bleeding hell. Something hot twisted in his chest, and then he spotted Fitzgerald, seated beside an unknown gentleman, his face trained in their direction. The distance was too great to determine exactly what—or who—he was looking at, but James could hazard a guess. His hands clenched into fists in his lap.  
Had Fitzgerald orchestrated his encounter with Sophie in the bookshop, or was it merely an unfortunate accident? He’d never known the man to frequent bookshops before, but he could hardly claim to know his habits now. For all he knew, Fitzgerald could be an avid reader. Stranger things had happened. 
“I understand you are acquainted with Lord Fitzgerald,” Sophie said. “Emmy says you two used to be friends.” 
Her tone was mild, but she was watching him closely, as if she’d detected a change in the atmosphere and hoped his face would reveal the reason for it.
“We were, yes,” he said, careful to keep his expression blank. “Several years ago, we…ran in the same circles.”
Her lips quirked. “Raised hell together, you mean.” 
“Something like that.”
In truth, he hated the reminder of what he’d once been. All the drinking, the gambling and whoring, endless days and nights of it, he and Fitzgerald competing against each other, as if there was a prize to be won. As if any of it meant a damned thing.
“Emmy told me you two lost touch after you were married,” Sophie said. “Did you have a falling out with him? Did he…wrong you in some way?”
“No. It was nothing like that,” he said, liar that he was. “I grew tired of our carousing and Fitzgerald did not.” He shrugged. “We agreed to go our separate ways.”
It wasn’t the whole truth—it wasn’t even half of it—but it was as much as he was willing to give.
“I see,” Sophie said with a nod, but there was still an unmistakable gleam of curiosity in her eyes. 
He spoke again before she could question him further. “What did you think of him?” he asked.
She pursed her lips, considering her answer. “We only spoke for a few minutes, of course, hardly enough time to form a full opinion, but I did find him charming. I suppose most women do.”
James nodded, smiling through gritted teeth. “He was certainly a charmer when I knew him.”
A wolf in sheep’s clothing, more like. Fitzgerald had always had a talent for ingratiating himself to others, coaxing men into ill-advised wagers, charming women out of their petticoats.
It was on the tip of his tongue to tell Sophie to watch herself with him, to warn her off the man, but he forced the words down. He couldn’t do it. 
If he issued such a warning, she would want to know why, and this would lead to questions he’d rather not answer. Questions about his past, about his dealings with Fitzgerald. 
Even the thought of it turned his stomach to lead.
No, he told himself, it was better to wait. There was still a chance Sophie’s encounter with Fitzgerald had been nothing more than a coincidence. It might mean nothing. 
He would tell her about Fitzgerald when—if—it became necessary.




Chapter Sixteen
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Cradling the glass of  ratafia to her bosom like an old miser, Sophie wove through the crowd with cautious steps, her pace leisurely, designed to avoid detection as she made her way across Lady Tuttenham’s ballroom floor.
It was the evening of the dowager countess’ much-anticipated ball, and the room was practically filled to bursting with London’s finest. The ball’s theme was a patriotic one—the nation’s flag was draped across every wall, and large tapestries hung from the ceiling around the perimeter of the dance floor; woven monstrosities better suited for a medieval warlord’s castle keep than a London ballroom. 
Every lord and lady in Town seemed to be here, a fact Sophie hoped would prove helpful to her for the more people there were, the better the chance her family would be too distracted to go looking for her, at least for a minute or two.  
She stepped around a drove of dandies, narrowly avoiding an animated elbow before finally reaching the row of chairs she’d been eyeing gluttonously for the better part of an hour.
With a sigh of relief, she sank onto a chair, intentionally choosing one partially obscured by a giant tapestry—this one appeared to depict the Battle of Trafalgar—and then she took a long draught of her ratafia, a little too warm now, but delicious all the same. 
This particular row of chairs had been set out for the chaperones and wallflowers, but thankfully they were all empty at the moment, with nary a wallflower or chaperone in sight.
Between her aunt’s attempts at finding her a husband, and Olivia’s near-obsession with a certain viscount, she’d had precious little time to herself these last two days and she was exhausted. 
Lord Fitzgerald had not been seen since their trip to the opera—he wasn’t at Almack’s or the Waltons’ card party, and they’d seen neither hide nor hair of him last night at Mrs. Rutherford’s soirée. 
The man had all but disappeared and Olivia was beside herself. She’d talked of little else these last two days and Sophie was slowly losing her mind. 
Mercifully, Olivia was on the dance floor at the moment, distracted by a lively quadrille. Unfortunately, she was partnered with the Duke of Paxton, and the gentleman was gazing at her cousin with earnestly admiring eyes, as if he’d never seen a more wonderful sight in the whole of his life. 
And, perhaps he hadn’t. Olivia was radiant tonight in her velvet gown and matching slippers—blue, of course—and her glowing smile made conquests of everyone around her.   
Unfortunately, Griffin was nowhere to be seen. He’d been conspicuously absent all week, every evening a different excuse. He’d escorted his mother to the Rutherford soirée last night (apparently under threat of bodily harm) but then he’d disappeared to the card room shortly after their arrival and he wasn’t seen again for the rest of the evening.
Idiot man. 
She took a sip of her ratafia and grimaced as the liqueur, far too warm now, slid down her throat, sweet and syrupy. 
“Here you are!” 
Sophie startled, nearly sloshing ratafia all over her lap. 
“I’ve been looking everywhere for you,” Emmy said, as she claimed a chair beside Sophie. “What are you doing here all by yourself?”
“Resting, of course. And hiding.”
Emmy’s lips twitched. “Olivia?”
Sophie rolled her eyes. “She’s driving me to madness. It’s Lord Fitzgerald every minute of the day. I tell you, she is obsessed with the man.”
“She’s excited for you.”
“She’s a menace.”
Emmy chuckled. “She only wants her favorite cousin in the world to make a love match with a handsome, dashing viscount. She wants you to be happy.”
Sophie blew out a breath. “I know.”
And now she felt like an ungrateful wretch. Marvelous.
“That being said, I know how intense her enthusiasm can be,” Emmy said with sympathy in her voice. “What I don’t understand is why she’s so much more enthused than you are. He’s young and rich and handsome. Aren’t you even a little excited by his interest?”
Sophie shrugged. “I simply don’t see the point in getting my hopes up after one brief conversation with the man.”
Emmy nodded slowly then turned her searching gaze on Sophie. “And you’re certain that’s the only reason?”
Frowning, Sophie asked, “What other reason would there be?”
“Perhaps…James?”
Sophie blinked. “James? What does he have to do with this?”
But even as the question left her lips, she remembered his words, the assertion he’d made that she flirted with him all the time, and unease settled in her chest like treacle. Had Emmy noticed, as well, and now she thought Sophie was pining after him? 
God, how humiliating.
“Well…” Emmy pressed her lips together, as if searching for the right words. “It is only that the two of you have been spending so much time together recently, and I thought, perhaps—”  
 “You thought wrongly,” Sophie cut in. “James has nothing to do with my thoughts on Lord Fitzgerald—or any other man, for that matter—and the only reason we’re spending any time together at all is because I’m helping him find a wife.”
Emmy’s eyes widened in surprise. “You are?”
“Yes.” She lifted a shoulder. “Well, in a way. He points out a lady who interests him and I tell him everything I know about her, and that is all there is to it.”
“I see.” Emmy’s brows knit. “But why did he go to you for help? I should have thought he’d come to me instead.”
Sophie bit back a laugh at the note of offense in her voice. Emmy so hated to be left out. “He would have asked you,” she said, “but he was afraid you wouldn’t be satisfied with such a…limited role in his bride hunt.”
Astute gray eyes narrowed. “He said I would meddle too much, didn’t he?”
“Well…yes.” There was no point in lying to her. She always saw right through her lies, anyway. 
“Rude man,” Emmy grumbled on a huffy breath. “But I suppose there could be some merit to his concern, so I shall forgive him this time.” She smiled at Sophie. “It was kind of you to agree to help him.” 
“It was nothing of the sort,” Sophie said baldly. “He told me if I refused to assist him, he would tell Olivia and Griffin about my matchmaking, so I had no choice but to agree.”
Emmy’s mouth fell open. “He’s blackmailing you?”
“He is, indeed.”
“Goodness me.” Emmy’s tone was contemplative, but there was a hint of admiration there, too, as if his temerity impressed her. 
For the sake of their friendship, Sophie chose to ignore this. 
“Honestly,” she said, “I’m not entirely certain our arrangement is even necessary anymore. I only agreed to it because I was afraid if Griffin found out about my matchmaking, he’d stop coming around, but he’s stopped coming around, anyway, so what good is the arrangement now?” She sighed. “I can hardly play matchmaker for a man who’s never around.”
Emmy reached over and squeezed her arm. “I wish I could help. My brother hasn’t been himself these last few months, but every time I ask him about it, he assures me all is well, and I…” She trailed off as her gaze snagged on something across the room. “Oh, dear.”
“What?” Sophie peered around the tapestry, trying to see whatever had caught Emmy’s attention. “What is it?”
“Lord Fitzgerald is here,” she replied. “And he’s speaking with your aunt.”
Sophie fell back against her seat with a groan and drained the rest of her warm ratafia.
Oh, dear, indeed.




Chapter Seventeen
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Lord Fitzgerald was, indeed,  a charmer.
He’d made quick work of wooing Aunt Augusta, who had presented the gentleman to Sophie with a delighted smile on her face, clearly thrilled to the tips of her slippers by the viscount’s request to meet her niece. Now she stood at the edge of the dance floor, watching—beaming, actually—as Lord Fitzgerald led Sophie away for a waltz. 
She knew her cheeks were pink, and she knew the viscount would know why, but there was nothing to be done for it now. She ought to be grateful, really, that Aunt Augusta hadn’t done worse. 
At least she wasn’t audibly cheering as they walked away. 
“I apologize for my aunt’s behavior, my lord,” Sophie said as they faced each other on the dance floor. “She can be…overly eager at times.” 
Lord Fitzgerald smiled handsomely. “I found her a delightful woman, and obviously proud of her niece. Understandably so.” 
 Etiquette dictated that Sophie should thank him for the compliment, but he’d begun to guide her through the first steps of the waltz, and she was momentarily distracted by the discovery that Lord Fitzgerald was a marvelous dancer.
“You certainly made an agreeable impression on her,” she said warmly. “And that isn’t always an easy feat with my aunt.”
“I suppose I’ve developed a talent for charming motherly types,” he said with a grin. “Eventually, they all come to adore me.”
His humor was infectious, and she found herself returning his grin. “I’ve never heard of such a talent before,” she teased. “Was this a God-given skill, or one you earned through practice?”
“The latter, I suppose. I was raised by my grandmother, and we were very close until her death several years ago.” His smile turned wistful. “In many ways, your aunt reminds me of her.”
Poor man. Sophie’s heart went out to him. “I am terribly sorry for your loss, my lord.”
He nodded his thanks, and the two fell silent as they circled the parquet dance floor, caught up in the gentle current with the other couples. 
Her gaze fell to his cravat, catching on the diamond pin nestled in the intricate folds of plum-colored silk, and even as she could appreciate the moment—dancing with a handsome gentleman—she couldn’t help but wonder what it might be like to share a waltz with a different man entirely. To gaze up into chocolate brown eyes instead of blue, and feel a different pair of arms around her, arms she’d dreamed of— 
Stop it, she ordered silently. Stop it this instant. 
She shoved the thoughts away, frustrated with herself and her silly, foolish yearnings. What was the matter with her? Here she was, dancing with a charming viscount who seemed to enjoy her company, and she was thinking of James instead. 
James, a man who would never see her as anything more than a friend. A man who was, even now, at the other end of the ballroom speaking with a young woman who might very well become his new wife. A young woman who would undoubtedly make him a perfect countess.
She’d said as much earlier this evening when he’d asked her about the girl. She told him all about Miss Eliza Juniper, about her kindness, her intelligence, her devotion to her younger sisters. She didn’t bother mentioning the girl’s beauty. James would have seen that for himself.
“I understand we have a mutual acquaintance, Miss Everett.”
Sophie startled, and her gaze shot guiltily up to Lord Fitzgerald’s, as if she’d been caught doing something she shouldn’t. “Do we, my lord?” she asked innocently. “And who would that be?” 
“The Earl of Dearborn,” he answered, his smile placid. “I believe you know him rather well.”
Sophie nodded as he maneuvered her around a couple heading their way. “We are acquainted, yes. I’ve known him since I was a child.” She tipped her head to one side. “And what of you, Lord Fitzgerald? How do you know the earl?”
“He and I were friends once,” he said, his eyes cooling. “We fell out of touch some years ago, I’m afraid.”
“I suppose that is unavoidable,” she said, “losing touch with friends during a long absence like yours. But now you’re returned, will you attempt to revive the friendship?”
He paused as if considering the question, but Sophie had the distinct impression it was all an act for her benefit, though she couldn’t quite say why.  
“I haven’t decided yet,” he finally said. “But if I do, I hope I can rely on you to help me do so.”
Her brows rose. “Me?”
A smile touched his lips. “I’ve seen the two of you together. I assumed he was a good friend of yours.” He paused. “Perhaps, even, a suitor?”
“Oh, no, nothing like that,” she said, her cheeks warming. “My aunt and the Marchioness of Keswick are cousins, and I met Lord Dearborn because of his friendship with the marquess. He is a family friend, that is all.”
“Ah.” Lord Fitzgerald nodded. “That explains it then, the affection between you. I thought it was romantic interest, but I see now it’s closer to the bond of siblings.”
Siblings? Sophie blanched inwardly. It was on the tip of her tongue to set him straight, to tell him she and James were nothing like brother and sister, but to what purpose? The nature of their relationship hardly mattered, did it? She would never be anything more to him than the bothersome little girl who’d once written a sonnet in his honor, and who was now helping him find a bride. 
Her heart squeezed painfully, but she ignored it and stretched her lips into a smile. “Yes. Precisely. We’re like siblings, he and I.”
Lord Fitzgerald’s eyes warmed. “I’m very happy to hear that,” he said, his gaze sweeping to her lips then back up to her eyes. 
Sophie struggled to think of a response, certain her cheeks were as bright as Mr. Watercourt’s fuschia cravat, but before she could ask what he meant—before she’d even decided if she wanted to ask—the final strains of the waltz came to an end, and the moment was over.
Lord Fitzgerald proffered his arm, which she accepted, and they circled around to return to her aunt when her gaze cut through the crowd, landing on James who stood against the far wall, obscured in shadow, watching her.
Their gazes met, and though his expression gave nothing away, she thought she detected a flash of…something in his eyes. Something that looked a lot like displeasure.  
But then a pair of bodies moved in front of her, obscuring her view, and she lost sight of him as the viscount ushered her from the dance floor. Sophie swallowed, her heart thumping madly, her mind swarming with questions. 
How long had James been watching her? Why had he been watching her? And with that dark look in his eyes, as if he was—but, no. She knew better than that. 
James wasn’t jealous. He wouldn’t care if she danced with one gentleman or a hundred. They were family friends, nothing more. She’d said as much not five minutes ago. 
No, it had to be something else. Perhaps he was feeling unwell, or maybe his conversation with Eliza Juniper had not gone as he’d hoped and now he was in a foul mood because of it. It was certainly possible, though it didn’t explain why he’d been watching her as she’d danced with Lord Fitzgerald. 
Perhaps he hadn’t been watching her at all. Perhaps he’d been watching the viscount. But why?
“Thank you for the dance, Miss Everett,” Lord Fitzgerald said as they reached her still-beaming aunt at the edge of the dance floor. “And thank you, Lady Augusta, for the introduction. Your niece is a charming young woman.”
Aunt Augusta tittered, apparently at a loss for words. Sophie hurried to thank Lord Fitzgerald for the dance in the hopes he would leave them before her aunt did something they would all regret, like falling to her knees and begging the man to marry her niece.
Fortunately, Lord Fitzgerald complied, sketching a bow and leaving them before Aunt Augusta regained the use of her tongue.
The moment he was out of earshot, however, she leaned in and whispered, “Well done, my dear. I see you’ve been making an effort of late. You see? Encouraging a man is easy once you get the hang of it.”
Except, Sophie hadn’t encouraged him. She’d made no effort whatsoever to capture his attention, which was what made his sudden interest in her so thoroughly unexpected. 
“Please don’t get your hopes up, Aunt,” she said. “It was only one dance.”
“It was a waltz, my dear,” Aunt Augusta corrected, holding up her forefinger. “A waltz with a young, handsome viscount. I should think you would be as excited as I am.”
Sophie offered a wan smile. She knew she should be excited, only…she wasn’t. All she really felt was bemused. 
Bemused, and troubled, too, as a new thought occurred to her. 
If her aunt and cousin were nearly intolerable before, she hated to think how much worse it would be now that she’d waltzed with a viscount.
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James leaned against the wall and thrust his fisted hands into his pockets as he watched Fitzgerald escort Sophie from the dance floor, her arm entwined with his as if it belonged there. 
His jaw clenched.
He’d managed to convince himself that Fitzgerald’s encounter with Sophie at the bookshop had been nothing more than a coincidental meeting, unplanned and unlikely to be repeated. 
This self-deception was made all the easier when Fitzgerald failed to attend a single social event these last two evenings, events he’d undoubtedly been invited to, and likely would have attended if he’d truly wanted to see Sophie.
At least, that’s what James had been telling himself these last two days. 
But it was no good now. He could fool himself no longer, not after tonight. 
He watched as Fitzgerald returned Sophie to her aunt, whose broad grin made it obvious just how delighted she was by the viscount’s interest in her niece.
James shifted uncomfortably on his feet. Was Sophie delighted, too? Had the blackguard managed to charm her with smooth compliments and flirtatious smiles?
He raked a hand through his hair, swearing under his breath. He should warn her before this went any further. She should know Fitzgerald was not to be trusted. But his stomach soured at the thought of telling her why, telling her about Cassandra, about what he’d done to her.  
Two nights ago, at the opera, she’d asked him if Fitzgerald had wronged him, as if the notion that it was he—James—who had done the wronging was so impossible it hadn’t even occurred to her.
He liked that she thought well of him. He liked her. And he wasn’t ready to lose her good opinion. 
“Damn it to hell,” he growled under his breath. 
He was going to have to talk to Fitzgerald. He’d hoped to avoid it indefinitely, but for some reason the bastard had involved Sophie, and James didn’t know why, though he was fairly certain he wouldn’t like the reason. 
As much as he loathed the idea of talking to the man, when he caught sight of him heading for the rear doors leading out to the gardens, he went after him. As he weaved his way through the crush, he attempted a casual air of indifference, but the pretense grew more and more difficult as he neared the doors, his every step bringing him closer to Fitzgerald. Closer to his past. 
The man was a physical reminder of all the wrongs he had done, all the mistakes he’d made, and he’d hoped never to lay eyes on him again. 
But, as they say, if wishes were horses, beggars would ride. 
James reached the rear doors and stepped out onto the terrace, his heart thudding in his ears. The evening air was crisp and damp on his face, but he barely noticed the cold as he cast a look to his left, then his right, searching the darkness for some sign of life. 
Lit torches lined the perimeter but offered very little light, and even on the terrace there were more shadows than not. Fitzgerald was nowhere in sight.  
Where in blazes was he?
James was willing to follow the man out onto the terrace, but he’d be damned if he’d scour the gardens in search of him. Scowling, he turned towards the door, intending to track down the stiffest drink he could find, when a voice stopped him in his tracks.
“Looking for me, Dearborn?”
James turned back as Fitzgerald approached, emerging from the shadows like some sort of specter. A ghost from his past. 
“Or did you come out here for the fresh air?” the viscount drawled, chuckling at his own quip. 
James ignored the question, the taunting edge to his voice, for no answer was necessary. They both knew why he was here.  
“Fitzgerald,” he said smoothly, nodding his head in greeting. “It’s been a long time.” 
“It has, indeed.” The viscount leaned his shoulder against the side of the house and took a long drag from his cheroot. “I was beginning to think you were avoiding me,” he said lightly. “But, of course, the Earl of Dearborn would never treat an old friend so shabbily.”
Old friend? James almost laughed aloud. Apparently, this was to be a conversation of false pleasantries. Well, that suited him just fine.
“Could you blame me if I had been avoiding you?” he asked, mimicking the other man’s casual tone. “Our last conversation was hardly what I would call a friendly one.”
He joined Fitzgerald at the side of the house, leaning against the hard stone and slipping his hands into his trouser pockets. The chill in the air was beginning to bite. 
“That was my fault,” Fitzgerald said with a humorless chuckle. “I’m afraid I was cross with you at the time.”
James flexed his jaw. Cross was rather an understatement—the man had vowed to ruin him, for God’s sake—but he resisted the urge to correct him. Fitzgerald was toying with him, baiting him, and he had no intention of giving him what he wanted. 
“You’re looking well, Marcus,” he said instead. “Where have you been keeping yourself these last two years?”
 Fitzgerald stiffened, the reaction brief and nearly imperceptible, but James caught it, and nearly smiled in satisfaction. He hadn’t cared for the use of his Christian name. Or maybe it was the casual inquiry into his whereabouts that he didn’t like, as if he’d left England with nothing in mind but leisurely pursuits. 
“I spent the last eighteen months in Spain,” Fitzgerald said with an edge to his voice that wasn’t there before. “Beautiful country. Very little rain.”
James nodded. “You always did like warmer climes.” He glanced at his feet, careful to keep his next words light. “I was surprised to see you’d returned to England. I thought you’d quit it for good.”
It was a lie, of course. He’d always known, deep in his bones, that Fitzgerald would be back one day. Even as he’d hoped like hell to be wrong.
“I wanted to,” Fitzgerald said, his gaze cutting to James. “Alas, a gentleman must eventually make good on his promises. Wouldn’t you agree?”
 The loathing in the man’s eyes sent a shiver of unease down James’s spine, and he was struck with a powerful urge to leave, to bolt for the ballroom away from this conversation, from his past, and never think of either again. 
But he couldn’t leave yet; he wouldn’t. Not until he had some answers. 
“Of course,” he said with a commiserative nod, as if he’d missed the veiled threat in Fitzgerald’s words. “Our days are filled with obligations, and we have our titles to think of, and heirs to secure.”
Fitzgerald tossed his cheroot to the ground and stamped it out with the heel of his Hessian. “I understand you’re on the hunt for a bride.” He chuckled softly, folding his arms over his chest. “After all these years, it seems we’re to be rivals again.”
James stretched his lips into a grin. “Apparently so.”
Silence descended, swift and tense, as the memories of their shared past, of Cassandra, settled over them like a dank, dark cloud. 
“Do try to play fair this time, won’t you?” Fitzgerald drawled. 
James stiffened, bracing himself for the viscount’s words of recrimination, a repeat of those he had hurled at him three years ago on the night of his wedding…but they never came. 
What he said instead was worse. Much worse.
“I understand you’re acquainted with Miss Everett,” Fitzgerald said casually, his eyes flicking to James’s face. 
Dread unfurled in the pit of his stomach and his hands clenched into fists in his pockets. “I am,” he replied, fighting the urge to shift on his feet. “She’s good friends with the Marquess of Keswick’s sister.” 
“Hm.” Fitzgerald nodded slowly. “I was under the impression you were more…intimately connected with the girl.”
“Were you?” James raised his brows as if surprised. “I’ve known Miss Everett since she was a child, and I suppose I do feel sorry for her. She’s a quiet girl, and a bit shy. Nothing at all like her cousin.”
“Hm.” Fitzgerald frowned. “That is peculiar. When I danced with her tonight she didn’t seem at all shy. Indeed, I found her company rather diverting.”
“Diverting?” James feigned an amused smile. “I should have thought her too bookish and reserved for your liking.”
Fitzgerald made a tsking sound. “You wound me, Dearborn. I’m not nearly as shallow as you seem to think I am.”
Bollocks. The Marcus Fitzgerald he knew wouldn’t look twice at a girl like Sophie. 
“Granted,” Fitzgerald said, “Miss Everett is no great beauty, but there’s still plenty there for a man to work with, don’t you think? She has lovely eyes”—he grinned—“and an even lovelier bosom.”
The desire to plant his fist in the bastard’s face nearly overwhelmed James, but the certainty that this was precisely the reaction Fitzgerald was after weakened the compulsion enough for him to resist it. Barely. 
“And, of course,” Fitzgerald continued, “I enjoy her company, as well. She’s a very clever girl, and she amuses me immensely.”
The words sparked stirrings of unease in James’s chest. He remembered what the viscount was like all those years ago, how single-minded he could be when he wanted something. There was nothing the man would not do in pursuit of his amusements. 
Whether or not he’d changed his ways remained to be seen, but James could not afford to take chances. He would see the bastard shot before he’d let him make Sophie his next amusement. 
“Miss Everett is a fine girl,” James said, “but surely you’re not considering courting her.” He raised a brow, infusing his tone with droll humor. “She’s practically a bluestocking, for God’s sake.”
Fitzgerald pushed off the wall as if to leave, and turned his gaze on James, his face in shadow, his eyes unreadable in the dark. “Frankly, I haven’t decided what to do with her yet,” he said. “Only time will tell, I suppose.”
And with those cryptic words, the viscount walked away, leaving James alone on the Tuttenhams’ terrace, wondering what in blazes he ought to do now.




Chapter Eighteen
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“Lord Fitzgerald is going  to swoon when he sees you!” Olivia crowed, studying Sophie’s reflection in the looking glass. The two were in Olivia’s bedchamber, dressing for the evening’s engagements.  
“I doubt very much he will actually swoon,” Sophie said, though the mental image did make her smile. “Besides, he said he might attend the Hanovers’ soirée, so we don’t even know for certain we’ll see him there.”
Much to the delight of Aunt Augusta and Olivia, the viscount had asked her to dance again last night—another waltz, no less—and it was all the two could talk about on the ride home. The forty-five minute ride home. 
“Well, I think he will be there,” Olivia said stubbornly as she fussed with a bit of lace on Sophie’s sleeve. “And if he doesn’t swoon when he sees you, he will instead fall to his knees and pledge his troth right there in front of the other guests. And then all the ladies in the room will swoon.”
Sophie shook her head, chuckling. “It’s only a dress, Livvy.”
“It is a work of art. And you are lovely in it.”
Olivia stepped behind her to fiddle with the lacings at her back, and Sophie studied her reflection in the looking glass, running her palms down her skirts to smooth away imaginary wrinkles. She wasn’t usually so fastidious with her appearance, but she adored this dress. Mint green satin with delicate lace at the sleeves and bodice, and another band of lace spanning her waist in a flattering crisscross pattern. 
The color suited her complexion, and highlighted her eyes, as did the jade drop earrings Olivia had insisted she borrow for the evening. Her cousin had even dressed her hair for her, pinning her curls back in an elegant up-do with twin pearl-encrusted combs. 
She had to admit, she did look rather well tonight. Would James think so, too? 
Her skin flushed hot as she thought back to their conversation at the opera, his whispered words playing through her mind for the millionth time since that night. 
There is nothing plain about you, Sophie.
He’d stunned her with those words, spoken in that low, husky voice as his gaze held hers, warm and earnest. She’d seen something else there, too; something that made her wonder what might have happened had they been alone instead of at the theater, surrounded by people…
But, no. It was probably just wishful thinking making her see something that wasn’t there. James was a good man, and he was only being kind when he’d said those words. 
After all, not plain was a far cry from beautiful, wasn’t it?
“There! All done,” Olivia said, stepping back to admire her handiwork. “What do you think?”
“I love it,” Sophie said, turning to face her with a grateful smile. “Thank you, Livvy.”
“You are most welcome,” she said. “Now, what about me? Do I look all right?” She moved to the looking glass, frowning as she gave herself a thorough once-over. “I’ve never worn my hair like this before. I don’t know that I like it.” 
Her blonde locks were pulled back in a cascading bundle of ringlets at the back of her head, with soft tendrils framing her face. It was a style Sophie would never manage to pull off herself, but on Olivia, who had never looked poorly a single day in her life, the style was quite becoming. 
“You look beautiful, as always,” Sophie assured her. “Although, I suspect you could have serpents for hair and all the men would still flock to you like moths to a flame.”
“Stone moths, presumably,” Olivia joked, as she fidgeted with a wayward ringlet. “I simply want to ensure I look my most fetching, that’s all. I’ve decided tonight is the night I shall lure Paxton into the gardens and steal a kiss…” She waggled her eyebrows. “Or two.” 
Sophie sighed. “Livvy…”
“Don’t.” Olivia’s voice was firm with warning. “I am in no mood for a lecture. I know you dislike the duke, but he is good and kind, and even you must agree I could do far worse.”
“Of course, you could,” Sophie said. “And I never said I disliked him, but…”
“But what?”
“Are you in love with him?” 
Olivia did not reply, and Sophie searched her face in the mirror’s reflection, looking for answers but finding none. “You used to want a love match,” she said softly.
“I know I did, but…” Olivia turned to face her. “Our desires are not guaranteed, are they? I’m fond of Paxton and, with time, I think my feelings for him could grow into something more.”
Sophie frowned. “Do you truly believe that? Even with the way you feel about—” She broke off, losing her nerve. 
“About Griffin?” Olivia finished for her. “Is that what you were going to say?”
Sophie’s chin came up. “Yes. You’re in love with him, aren’t you?”
Olivia turned to face the looking glass again and began fussing her gown, intentionally avoiding Sophie’s eyes. “I was, yes,” she said lightly. “At least, I thought I was. But discovering that the man you admire sees you as nothing but a silly, shallow flirt tends to change your perspective rather quickly.”
Sophie’s brows drew together. Silly, shallow flirt? Surely, he hadn’t actually said those things to her?
“I don’t believe that, Livvy,” she said softly. “I’ve seen the way he looks at you.”
“Then your eyes have deceived you,” Olivia said briskly, shaking out her skirts. “He made his feelings quite clear last year at the Stevensons’ Christmas ball and, I assure you, his opinion of me is not favorable.”
“What do you mean?” Sophie asked. “What happened at the Stevensons’ ball?” 
“I tried to kiss him, that’s what happened,” Olivia said, grimacing.
Sophie’s mouth fell open. “You did? How? Where?”
Her cousin blew out an agitated sigh and turned away from the looking glass. “I’d indulged in too much mulled wine,” she said, crossing her arms over her chest, “and when I came upon him standing beneath a mistletoe ball, I teased that I was going to claim a kiss and he—” 
She huffed out a low laugh, the sound ringing hollow. “You should have seen the expression that came over his face. It was…well, suffice to say, he did not receive the suggestion with enthusiasm. He called me a silly, shallow flirt, and then he left. And he’s been avoiding me ever since.”
Sophie’s heart ached for her. “Oh, Livvy. I’m so sorry.”
A tight smile curved Olivia’s lips. “It’s over now,” she said with a shrug. “It doesn’t matter anymore.”
But it did matter. Griffin had hurt her. Anger welled up in Sophie’s chest, burning the back of her throat. How dare he speak to Olivia that way? How dare he cast stones when he himself was the greatest flirt in all of England? 
“I wish you’d told me this sooner,” she said, struggling to rein in her temper. “If I’d known, I would never have tried to play matchmaker.”
“I know,” Olivia said with a sigh. “But I was embarrassed and I just wanted to forget about it.” She turned to face Sophie again. “You needn’t worry about me so much, you know. I love that you want to watch over me and take care of me, but I am capable of taking care of myself.”
Sophie smiled. “Yes, I’m beginning to see that.” 
“Good,” Olivia said with a nod. “Now then, we’d better go and see how Aunt Augusta is faring with her new headpiece. It was giving her some trouble earlier and—”
A sharp rap at the door interrupted her words, and then—speak of the devil—Aunt Augusta entered the room. Her head was bent over a piece of parchment she held in one hand, and her mouth was pinched, her brows drawn together.
“Is something the matter, Auntie?” Olivia asked. “Is it your cousin in Bath?”
Aunt Augusta’s head came up, and the worry etched on her face made Sophie’s stomach sour. 
“Something is the matter,” she said, shutting the door behind her, “but it’s nothing to do with Cousin Mary. A letter just came. It’s from your father.”
“And what does the all-important Viscount Blakely have to say today?” Olivia mocked with a sniff.
“It concerns you, Sophie,” Aunt Augusta said. “Your uncle has received an offer for your hand and he—”
Olivia’s delighted gasp drowned out the rest of their aunt’s words. “Oh, my goodness! Lord Fitzgerald wants to marry you!”
“Olivia, hush!” Aunt Augusta shot her a quelling look before taking a seat on the sofa by the door, resting her cane against her knee. “The offer did not come from Lord Fitzgerald. It came from…” She grimaced. “It came from Lord Wendley.”
Sophie blinked. Lord Wendley? No. Surely not. Her aunt must be mistaken. 
“Lord Wendley?” Olivia said, a frown marring her brow. “Why on earth would Sophie agree to marry him? He is a ridiculous man, and nearly old enough to be her grandfather, besides.”
“I know,” Aunt Augusta said, clutching the parchment in her fist. “But your father does not agree. He writes that he met the gentleman in Bath last week, and Lord Wendley told him he’d met Sophie at Keswick House and was charmed by her.”
Sophie blanched. He was charmed by her? How? She hadn’t been remotely charming!
“Evidently you made quite the favorable impression on the gentleman,” her aunt continued. “And he believes the two of you would suit.” 
Sophie shook her head. This could not be happening. Lord Wendley couldn’t possibly believe they would suit. He knew nothing about her! He’d done all the talking at Keswick House while she’d merely listened with half an ear and distractedly agreed with whatever he’d said.
Apparently, this was precisely the sort of wife Lord Wendley was looking for. 
“Has my uncle accepted the baron’s proposal?” Sophie asked, her throat as dry as a desert. 
Aunt Augusta shook her head. “Not exactly,” she said. “Lord Wendley told him he wished to leave the decision up to you.”
“Well, there we are then!” Olivia clapped her hands together. “Sophie will simply refuse his offer and that will be that.” 
But the look on Aunt Augusta’s face said it wouldn’t be so simple. “I’m afraid not,” she said, turning regretful eyes on Sophie. “Blakely will give you until the end of the Season to find a husband, but if you cannot, he will accept Lord Wendley’s offer on your behalf.”
Sophie’s stomach dropped to the floor. She stalked to her aunt and took the letter from her hands, needing to see the odious words with her own two eyes.
“I don’t understand…” Olivia sank onto the sofa beside their aunt, her brow furrowed in confusion. “Why would Lord Wendley agree to this? If he wishes to marry Sophie, I should think he would object to her being given time to find someone else.”
Sophie gave her cousin a brittle smile. “Isn’t it obvious? He doesn’t believe I’ll be able to find someone else. And neither does your father.”
Olivia’s lips firmed into a mulish line. “Well, then, we will simply have to prove them wrong, won’t we?” 
“Right,” Aunt Augusta said firmly as she rose to her feet, cane in hand. “Don’t you worry, my dear, all will be well.” She squeezed Sophie’s arm with her free hand before taking the letter from her and turning for the door. “Now, I shall leave the two of you to finish preparing for tonight, but don’t dawdle. We leave in ten minutes.”
And with that she swept from the room, closing the door behind her. 
Sophie sank onto the sofa next to Olivia, the shock of the news fading fast as the gravity of the situation settled over her like a black cloud. Sweet, merciful heavens, she might have to marry Lord Wendley. The words drummed against her skull like pelted rocks. 
She might have to marry Lord Wendley.
Oh, that she had never met that ridiculous man! 
“I’m so sorry, Sophie,” Olivia whispered. “This is terribly unfair.”
A burble of laughter caught in Sophie’s throat, but she swallowed it down. “I keep thinking this must be some sort of joke,” she said. “Just a silly little prank your father thought up to amuse himself with.” 
Olivia shook her head. “My father is not the sort of man who plays pranks.”
Sophie sighed. No, he wasn’t. Lord Blakely had neither the time nor the inclination for such frivolity. He never had, not even when they were little girls.
“I find myself hating him sometimes,” Olivia said softly, her gaze trained on her hands clasped tightly in her lap. “I know I shouldn’t. I know it’s wrong. He’s my father and he’s provided well for me all my life, and I know I should be grateful, but—” She broke off with a shake of her head. 
Sophie reached out and took her hand, threading their fingers together. “I know, Livvy.”
Her cousin rarely spoke of her father, or of her feelings for him, preferring instead to pretend he didn’t exist. Fortunately—or, perhaps, unfortunately—Lord Blakely usually made this exceedingly easy to do. 
“I hate him for what he’s doing to us,” Olivia said, her blue eyes bright with anger. “But especially for what he’s doing to you. I cannot believe he’s willing to marry you off to Lord Wendley! The man is an imbecile.”
“He certainly isn’t the sort of man I’d envisioned marrying,” Sophie said with a sigh. 
Of course, if she were being truthful, she would have to admit she hadn’t given much thought to marriage in recent years, at least not her own. She’d been too busy worrying over Olivia’s future to think of herself and, truth be told, she’d preferred it that way. 
Focusing on Olivia was easier than focusing on herself and her own uncertain future.
“Well, then,” Olivia said firmly, “we will simply have to ensure you find someone you do want to marry. Someone like Lord Fitzgerald.” Her brow crooked. “I think you should ask the viscount to meet you in the gardens tonight.” 
Sophie’s brows pulled together. “What? Why?”
“To steal a kiss, of course! The time for subtlety has passed, Sophie. If you want a future without Wendley, you will have to go after it yourself. You will have to be bold.”
 Sophie sighed. “I don’t know if I can.”
“Of course, you can,” Olivia said firmly. “All it takes is a bit of practice.”
Sophie shot her a dubious frown. “Can you honestly see me inviting a man into the gardens for a kiss? I don’t think I could ever be that bold, even with years of practice.”
“You won’t need to be as blunt as that,” Olivia said. “All you must do is casually mention to Lord Fitzgerald how warm it is in the ballroom. Then you ask—innocently, of course—if he knows of a quiet place where one might go for a breath of fresh air.” She grinned. “The viscount should understand your meaning. He strikes me as a man well-accustomed to feminine wiles.”
Sophie nibbled on her bottom lip as she considered the suggestion. Could she do it? She wasn’t entirely certain she had even one feminine wile, let alone enough of them to influence a worldly gentleman like Lord Fitzgerald, but she supposed she would never know unless she tried. 
Olivia was right. It was time to be bolder, braver. She might not be brave enough to actually suggest a clandestine meeting in the gardens, but surely she could pluck up the nerve to hint at one, couldn’t she?
“I know you can do this,” Olivia said, as if reading her mind. “You must promise me you’ll try.”
Blowing out a breath, she gave her cousin a reluctant nod, and said, “I promise.”
“Good.” Olivia reached over and gave her hand a squeeze. “You’re like a sister to me, you know, and I want you to be happy. I need you to be happy. I—” Her voice wobbled, her eyes shining with emotion. “You’ve been my protector since we were little girls and I adore you for it, but now you must fight as fiercely for your own future as you’ve always fought for mine. Promise me you will.” 
Sophie’s eyes filled with tears as she pulled Olivia in for a hug. “I promise, Livvy.”
They hugged for another moment or two, and then Olivia pulled back with a watery laugh. “No crying!” she said, fanning her eyes with her hands. “Seductresses can hardly do their best work with puffy eyes.”
Sophie laughed, dabbing at her eyes with her sleeve. “Come,” she said, rising to her feet. “It’s time we were leaving, anyway. Aunt Augusta will be waiting for us.” 
“I cannot wait to see the look on Lord Fitzgerald’s face when he sees you tonight,” Olivia said, her blue eyes twinkling. “You look marvelous.”
“Thank you, Livvy,” she said with a small smile.
The two made their way down the corridor, Olivia chattering all the while, obviously excited for the evening ahead. Sophie tried to muster some of the same enthusiasm but couldn’t quite manage it. She knew she should be excited for tonight. She should be fluttering with anticipation over the prospect of seeing the viscount again, and maybe even stealing away with him to the gardens for a clandestine kiss. 
Instead, she felt…nothing. 
Her lips dipped into a frown. She should want to kiss him, shouldn’t she? What woman wouldn’t want to kiss a handsome viscount? Lord Fitzgerald was charming and intelligent, one of London’s most sought-after bachelors, and he seemed to enjoy spending time with her. 
She should absolutely want to kiss him.
So, why did the thought of it make her feel absolutely nothing?
Unbidden, James’s face flashed through her thoughts, but she shoved the image aside, banishing it to the back of her mind with the rest of her silly, foolish dreams. Then she pasted a smile to her lips and vowed to keep it there for the rest of the evening. Even if it killed her.





Chapter Nineteen
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Bloody musical soirées.  
James shifted on restless feet and leaned a shoulder against the cold hearth in Lady Hanover’s music room, sipping from his glass of punch. At least there were no fires burning on this unseasonably warm evening. He’d spent the last two hours subjected to a so-called performance of so-called Beethoven, so, as far as he was concerned, he and his ringing ears had suffered enough for one evening. 
Unfortunately, he was stuck here for the foreseeable future.
He’d run into Griffin at the club earlier today and learned that Sophie would be attending the Hanovers’ soirée and, even more important, that Fitzgerald might also attend, which, of course, meant James had to attend. 
And he was glad he was here. Fitzgerald had come, after all, though he wasn’t with Sophie at present—she was still with her aunt and cousin in the seats they’d occupied during the performance—but it was only a matter of time before he approached her. James still hadn’t found the right time to warn her of Fitzgerald’s questionable motives, so he had no choice but to watch over her for the rest of the evening. 
It was a small gathering, and not an easy one to slip away from, but he knew Fitzgerald—or, at least, he used to—and if he was still the man he remembered him to be, there was a distinct possibility he would try to lure Sophie away to some secluded nook for an assignation. Probably in the Hanovers’ conservatory. 
James’s jaw clenched. The thought of the bastard kissing her, touching her, made him want to smash things. Chiefly, Fitzgerald’s face. 
But, as such behavior was not appropriate for a musical soirée, he would have to content himself with keeping a watchful eye on Sophie instead, while keeping his other eye on the lovely redhead beside him. 
The lovely redhead he’d been ignoring for the last five minutes. 
Well done, James. He’d requested an introduction to the girl and then said barely a word to her since. She must think him a total dimwit.
Clearing his throat, he turned to her with a smile, and said, “Tell me, Lady Juliana, do you draw or paint?” 
Light brown eyes met his. “No,” she said, returning his smile with a polite one of her own. “I have no talent for either, I’m afraid.”
James nodded. “You’re hardly alone in that,” he said. “I’d wager most of the people in this room would rather look at art than create it.”
“Yes, I fear you are correct in that,” she said sagely. “Personally, I have never understood the compulsion to collect art. All that money could be put to much better use, don’t you agree, my lord?”
Suppressing a disappointed frown, James answered with an ambiguous grunt. Right, then. Evidently, the Gainsborough landscape hanging in the long gallery at Falconridge would do nothing to impress Lady Juliana. Time for a different tack. 
“Do you like music?” he asked. “I would guess you play an instrument or two.” 
“I do,” she said. “I play the pianoforte, of course, and the harp.” 
“The harp?” His smile turned teasing. “How appropriate that you should play the instrument preferred by angels.”
She sniffed, apparently unmoved by both the compliment and his charm. “My mother is an accomplished harpist, but I rarely play anymore. I’m afraid I have very little time for frivolities.” 
“Now, that is a pity,” he said with mock gravity. “I find the occasional frivol rather invigorating, myself.”
The words were slightly suggestive, intended to draw a bashful blush or a flirtatious flutter, but Lady Juliana only turned her nose up with another sniff, and said, “Nothing invigorates the soul so much as doing good works for those in need.”
Bloody, bleeding hell. Sophie had told him of Lady Juliana’s charitable endeavors, but she’d said nothing of her stodginess. Apparently, the girl was in charge of a small army of genteel young ladies who paid regular visits to the orphanages and hospitals around Town, handing out food and clothing they had either collected or made themselves. 
According to Sophie, the girl was practically a saint.
James had no interest in saintly pursuits himself, but he’d seen no reason to object to a wife with a philanthropic streak. After all, his countess would be expected to devote some of her time to charitable works. 
He could not, however, marry a girl so devoted to her good works that she never allowed herself to indulge in a bit of fun.
And so, with only a slight twinge of regret, he turned to the young lady and said, “Will you please excuse me, Lady Juliana? I see someone I must speak to.”
She’d barely nodded her assent and already he was on his way, crossing the room to the refreshments table for another glass of punch. What he really wanted was a large brandy, but that would have to wait. He couldn’t allow himself the indulgence. Not tonight. He needed his wits about him.
Drink in hand, he turned to face the room, flicking his gaze to the row of chairs where he’d last seen Sophie, but she was no longer there. He spotted her standing in the aisle instead talking with Fitzgerald, just the two of them, her aunt nowhere to be found.
James couldn’t make out what she was saying to him, but her gaze was undeniably friendly, and the smile she gave him was shy yet inviting, as if she held a secret only he could draw out of her. It was tempting as hell, that smile, and he hated that she’d given it to Fitzgerald.
He hated even more that he wanted it for himself. He wanted her, damn it all. He wanted to win her hand, her regard, her affection. And this was precisely why he couldn’t have her. He liked her far too much.
Fitzgerald leaned down to murmur something in Sophie’s ear, his mouth mere inches from her skin, and James’s hands clenched in response, the crystal glass he held biting into his palm. 
For Christ’s sake, the bastard was practically kissing her in the middle of Lady Hanover’s music room and, worse, Sophie didn’t seem to mind. Her smile deepened and she gave him a nod, as if agreeing to something, before leaving him to join her aunt at the other end of the room.
“Have you told her yet?” 
Griff’s low voice cut into his thoughts, and he turned to face him, downing the remainder of his punch. “When did you arrive?” he asked, ignoring his friend’s question. “I was beginning to think you weren’t coming. The musical part of the evening ended half an hour ago, you know. You missed it.”
Griffin smiled. “That was the idea.”
“Your mother won’t be pleased.” 
He shrugged. “I promised I’d be here. I never said I’d be punctual.” He fixed James with an assessing look. “Shall I interpret this obvious evasion to mean you haven’t talked to Sophie yet?”
James bit back an oath. He’d hoped Griff would let the matter drop, but he should have known better. He could be as nosy as Emmy sometimes. “I haven’t told her about Fitzgerald, if that’s what you’re asking.”
Griff raised a brow. “Why not?”
It was on the tip of his tongue to say he hadn’t found the right time yet, but Griff would recognize it for the lie it was. There was no right time for this conversation, and he’d been putting it off, plain and simple. 
“You can’t put it off forever, James,” Griff said with a quiet gravity that grated on his nerves.
“I know that,” he groused, thrusting a hand through his hair. “But I don’t know what to tell her.” 
“Tell her the truth.”
A grimace pulled at James’s lips. 
“I’m not suggesting you tell her everything,” Griff said. “But you must tell her something. Before the situation worsens.”
He was right. James knew it, too, but— “Damn it, why is he involving her in this?” he said. “I told him she was nothing but a family friend.”
Griff shrugged. “I guess he didn’t believe you.”
James thought he had, but who the hell knew what was going on inside the man’s head? Even after his talk with him, James still had no bloody idea what he was thinking, or what his intentions were. All he could do was guess.
“I don’t know the nature of his interest in Sophie,” Griff said, “but if I were to venture a guess, I’d say it isn’t marriage he has in mind.”
A growl lodged in James’s throat at the thought of the bastard trifling with her. “It won’t come to that,” he said, his voice gruff. “She isn’t even interested in him.”
But the argument was weak, even to his own ears.
“She looked interested enough to me,” Griff said, before downing the rest of his drink.
An image of Sophie flashed in James’s mind, her big green eyes gazing up at Fitzgerald, her smile warm and encouraging as he leaned in to whisper something in her ear. 
James grimaced, a knot forming in his chest. Griff was right; he had to warn Sophie. He could put it off no longer. He did not know the nature of her feelings for Fitzgerald, but it was obvious she liked him, and there was no telling what might happen if he didn’t put an end to it now. 
He only hoped he wasn’t too late.			




Chapter Twenty
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Trysting, as it turned  out, was more challenging than Sophie had expected it to be. 
Oh, not the organizational part. That part had been surprisingly easy. A glance through her lashes and one well-timed hint was all it took for Lord Fitzgerald to suggest they take the air in Lady Hanover’s conservatory. 
Apparently, she was not entirely without feminine wiles, after all. 
No, the challenging bit proved to be slipping away without drawing notice. Aunt Augusta was a vigilant chaperone, nearly impossible to distract, and it wasn’t until Sophie tore the hem of her gown—quite on purpose—that she at last managed her escape.
Scurrying down a long, dimly-lit corridor, she headed for the conservatory, her heart thumping in her ears. At least, she hoped this corridor would lead her to the conservatory. Lord Fitzgerald had told her it was at the rear of the house, but that was as specific as his directions had been. 
Drat, another corridor. And this one seemed twice as long. Where was this silly conservatory? 
She rounded another corner and ventured down yet another corridor, nearly on the verge of giving up when finally, finally she found it. She drew up to the conservatory’s glass doors, her feet leaden even as her pulse raced and her palms began to sweat inside her satin gloves. 
Reaching for the door handle, she stilled, indecision weighing heavily on her mind. Was she really going to do this? Should she do this? 
A moonlight tryst was something she’d never expected to experience for herself, and a month ago she would have said the notion was absurd. But here she was, standing at the doors to Lady Hanover’s conservatory where, somewhere inside, a young viscount was waiting for her. 
If only the prospect of kissing him excited her more. 
She sighed and shoved the thought away. Enough of that. It was only one kiss, and he was hardly an ogre. He was handsome and charming, she reminded herself. And a far better option than Lord Wendley. She would spend a few moments alone with him to make her interest known, and then she would return to the party, none the worse for wear. 
“Right,” she whispered. “Best get on with it.”
The door was slightly ajar, and as she reached it, she paused to cast a quick glance around before slipping into the room. It seemed larger on the inside, and was dimly lit, with only the moon to illuminate the space. Sturdy white pillars lined the long, rectangular structure, and potted plants dotted the spaces between, filling the room with the fragrance of magnolia and lilac and shrub rose.
 There was no sign of Lord Fitzgerald. He must be waiting for her at the rear of the room, she thought, away from prying eyes. She followed the path between the rows of pillars, her slippered feet silent on the cold, stone floor as she ventured deeper inside. 
“Miss Everett. Here you are.”
His voice came from the shadows, halting her steps, and then she saw him standing against the wall, flanked by two orange trees. He’d removed his coat, which lay draped over the stone bench behind him.
“I worried you wouldn’t come,” he said, his voice low. “I’m glad you did.”
The warmth in his gaze was unmistakable and Sophie turned away from it, swallowing past the knot of nerves in her throat. “What a lovely collection of plants,” she said brightly. “Don’t you think it’s lovely?” 
“Yes. Very lovely, indeed,” Lord Fitzgerald said, his voice tinged with amusement.  
She wandered over to an arrangement of flowering bushes at the center of the room and leaned down to sniff the hibiscus blooms. “I do so adore exotic flowers, don’t you?” She knew she was babbling, but she couldn’t seem to stem the flow of words. 
“Honestly, I’ve never given them much thought.” 
His voice was closer now, and she straightened as he drew up alongside her and bent his head over the hibiscus. “Lovely,” he murmured, his gaze flicking to hers. “But not as lovely as you.”
Warmth flooded her cheeks. “Thank you, my lord.”
“Call me Marcus.” His lips curved into a lazy smile. “Christian names are far better suited for secret meetings in dark conservatories, don’t you think?” 
Sophie nodded, attempting to return his smile. “Yes, of course. Marcus.” 
She swallowed past the sudden knot in her throat. There was nothing Christian about this meeting, but she’d come this far already, so she might as well see it through. 
His gaze lowered to her mouth, and she knew then that the moment had arrived. He was going to kiss her now. She quelled the absurd urge to flee the room, forcing her feet to stay. 
You are being ridiculous. This is what you came here for. 
She held her breath as his lips brushed over hers, cool and soft. Not unpleasant. She closed her eyes, focusing on the texture of his lips, the taste of tobacco and mint, the gentle sweep of his tongue against hers, waiting for an answering heat, a tingle low in her belly…
But there was nothing. Not a single shiver. Disappointment swamped her. Perhaps another moment longer…
“Miss Everett. I’ve found you at last.”
Sophie pulled back with a gasp and whirled around to find James standing at the end of the pathway, a looming figure limned in shadow. Mortified heat flooded her cheeks. What was he doing here? How long had he been standing there?
How much had he seen?
“Good evening, Dearborn. What brings you to the conservatory at this hour?” Lord Fitzgerald’s voice was light, almost jovial, which struck Sophie as odd, considering what they’d been doing only a moment ago. What they were just caught doing.
James ignored Lord Fitzgerald as he walked further up the path, his eyes trained on Sophie, steady and maddeningly unreadable. “Miss Everett,” he said softly, “your aunt is looking for you.”
Sophie’s brows dipped. “I left my aunt not five minutes ago. She thinks I’m in the ladies’ retiring room.”
There was a short pause, and then: “Your cousin, then.”
Her mouth firmed at the obvious lie. “What are you doing here, James? Why have you really come?”
“I’ve come to take you back to the party,” he said, frustration creeping into his voice. “I’m trying to prevent you from doing something you’ll regret. Something else you’ll regret.”
What did he mean by that? Why did he think she would come to regret this? And why did he care?
“What I do is none of your concern,” she said briskly, crossing her arms over her chest. “And now I would ask you to return to the party, if you please.”
“No. Not without you.” His gaze flicked to Lord Fitzgerald. “I won’t leave you alone with him.”
But…why? What was going on? 
Sophie’s mind worked to make sense of his words, his peculiar behavior. She wanted to ask—no, demand—that he tell her what this was all about, but then she was struck by how oddly quiet Lord Fitzgerald had been these last few minutes. Indeed, he seemed perfectly happy to stand there in silence, watching the proceedings as if this were a House debate at Westminster Hall. 
She turned to look at him, seeking a connection of some sort, a show of solidarity, but he denied her. His gaze was trained on James instead, and although he wore no smile, Sophie had the distinct impression he was enjoying himself. 
How odd, she thought. For pity’s sake, they had been kissing only moments ago, and James had rudely interrupted them. Shouldn’t the viscount be angry? Or disappointed? Pride dictated he should at least be a little bothered by the interruption.
“Sophie.” James moved a step closer, his eyes fixed on hers. “Please go. This isn’t what you think it is.”
The disapproving frown was gone, but his eyes were bright with frustration and anger…and something else. Something like fear. 
“James?” Her voice was tentative, her thoughts confused. “What’s wrong? What is going on?” 
This drew a sound from Lord Fitzgerald, a chuckle of sorts, though there was no mirth in it. “Yes, Dearborn,” he drawled. “Do tell Miss Everett what this is all about.”
His voice, so mocking, so cold, drew her gaze to his face and she froze at the loathing burning in his eyes. She’d never seen such a look before. He was always so pleasant, so friendly. 
He didn’t look friendly now. 
A sudden chill ran up her spine, and she looked at James, seeking answers. 
“I’ll explain later,” he told her. “Please go.”
“But—”
“Later. I promise. Now, please leave us. I’d like a word alone with Fitzgerald.”
She hesitated, stubbornness and curiosity rooting her feet to the floor. She wanted to stay and hear what was said between them. She wanted to know what was going on and she didn’t want to wait to find out.
But James seemed almost desperate to be rid of her, his eyes imploring her to leave, and finally she gave in. “Fine. I’ll go.”
Turning on her heel, she headed for the door, sneaking a glance at Lord Fitzgerald as she passed, hoping for something from him, a smile—a frown, even—but there was nothing. His face was a blank mask and still he refused to look at her. Or maybe he’d already forgotten she was there.   
Slipping into the house, Sophie shut the door softly behind her and, for a brief moment, considered pressing her ear against the wood to see what she could make out, but in the end, she decided against it. Eavesdropping was not something she wished to make a habit of.
Slowly she began making her way down the corridor, her mind working furiously to make sense of all she’d seen and heard, but she was missing too many pieces to form the complete picture. She needed more information. 
She needed to talk to James. 
He’d promised her answers, and she had every intention of collecting on that promise. Tonight.
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James turned from the door Sophie had just left through and faced Fitzgerald, his fists clenched tightly at his sides. It took every ounce of self-control he possessed to keep from crossing the room and planting both of them in the bastard’s face.
He’d touched her. Kissed her.
And James had been too late to prevent it.
“You will stay away from her,” he growled.
Fitzgerald laughed, low and mocking. “And here I thought she was only a family friend.”
Christ. He sounded like a jealous husband. “She is,” James said, striving for calm. “Naturally, I’m concerned for her safety.”  
Fitzgerald gave a slow shake of his head as a half-smile curved his lips. “I’ve seen the way you look at her, Dearborn. You want her.”
“We’re friends. Nothing more.” The words came easily, even as his mind whirled. Were his desires so obvious to everyone, or was the man merely toying with him? 
For one insane moment he was almost tempted to ask.
“Well, then.” Fitzgerald scratched at his cheek. “It would seem I misjudged your intentions for the girl. Ah, well. No harm done.”
James stared at the man as anger, hot and fierce, shot through him, and his eyes narrowed to slits. “No harm done? She is an innocent, Marcus, and you used her. You trifled with her.” 
And James would have to tell her why. Dread pooled in the pit of his stomach.
“I like Miss Everett,” Fitzgerald said, and the regret in his voice seemed almost genuine. “But she made the unfortunate decision to befriend you, and that made her fair game.” He cocked his head to one side. “I wonder how she’ll feel about you once she hears what you did. You haven’t told her yet, and I can’t say I blame you.” He clucked his tongue in false pity. “It is an ugly tale.” 
James clenched his teeth at the taunt, holding himself back by the barest of threads.
“I suggest you tell her soon, though,” Fitzgerald said. “Before she comes to me for answers.”
That was it. Enough of these games. 
“What is it you want, Marcus?” he demanded. “Restitution? Revenge?”
The man’s mocking smile faded. “I want what you stole from me,” he snapped. “I want what I once had. But since you can never return it to me, I will see your debt settled in other ways.”
Frustrated, James raked a hand through his hair. “This is…demented. It’s madness. And none of it will bring Cassandra back.”
“Of course, it won’t,” Fitzgerald said, jovial once more. “But it does make me feel better, watching you squirm. I do believe I could go on like this forever.”
There was something in his voice that caught James’s ear, a sharp edge beneath the carefree tone that revealed more than his words.  
“So, that’s your plan, is it?” he said. “To prevent me from marrying again by any means necessary?”
“Basically, yes.”
James stared at him, incredulous, but Fitzgerald simply stared back, his eyes disdainful, remorseless. 
“You can’t mean that,” James said slowly. “I know you hate me, but you can’t seriously mean to carry on with this indefinitely. That would be bloody insane.”
Fitzgerald shrugged, a grin stretching his lips. “I have nothing but time on my hands, and I can’t think of a better way to spend it than making you as miserable as you’ve made me these last two years.” 
The man rose to his feet then, and James watched as he slipped on his jacket, his chest tight with frustration, his mind searching frantically for the right words to say to put an end to all this. 
“Well, then,” Fitzgerald said, tugging on his sleeves. “Now that we understand each other, I’d best get back to the party before I’m missed.” He dipped his head in a sarcastic display of respect. “Enjoy the rest of your evening, Dearborn.”
And then he turned and made for the door, but James called out his name, halting his steps, and Fitzgerald looked back at him with steely eyes.
“I didn’t want any of this to happen,” James said, the words awkward on his tongue. “You have to know that. I misjudged your feelings for her, but if I’d known—”
“Don’t.” Fitzgerald cut him off, his voice hard. “I don’t want your apologies. It’s too bloody late for that.”
He stalked to the door, and this time, James let him go without a word. He wanted to go after him, force him to listen, make him understand, but in the end he did nothing. He knew it would be a waste of time. There would be no absolution for him, and nothing he said or did would make one damned bit of difference. 
Fitzgerald would never forgive him for what he’d done. Just as he would never forgive himself. 




Chapter Twenty-One
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James entered the house  a few minutes later and headed down the darkened corridor toward the music room, agitation thrumming through his veins. 
The house was quiet—this end of it, anyway—and the only sound he could hear was the soft shuffle of his own footsteps and the pounding of his heart in his ears.
The silence was calming, and he drew in a deep breath, filling his lungs with oxygen. It helped, somewhat, though it could not banish entirely the disgust he felt over what had just occurred in the conservatory, or how angry he was with himself for all the stupid, selfish decisions he’d made in the past, decisions that haunted him even now, all these years later. 
Blowing out a frustrated breath, he turned a corner and made it halfway down the corridor when the din of chatter and laughter from the music room reached his ears. He was close. He blew out another sigh. 
Sophie would be there waiting for him, wanting answers, and he knew he owed them to her…but not there. Not in a room full of people where anyone might overhear. He would have to figure out a way to meet with her later. Tomorrow, perhaps, at the Marcourts’ ball, if he could manage to get her alone, or maybe he could— 
“James.”
He turned and found Sophie peering at him through a cracked door. 
“In here,” she whispered, beckoning to him with a flick of her hand.
Though his feet had turned to lead, James followed without protest, slipping into the darkened room which turned out to be a gentleman’s office. As his eyes adjusted to the dark, he flicked his gaze about the room, taking in the leather furniture, the massive oak desk, the books covering the walls.
“We shouldn’t be in here,” he said inanely, turning just as Sophie shut the door behind them. “We might be discovered.”
Without a word, she reached out and turned the key in the lock, shutting them in with a soft snick not unlike the clucking of a disapproving tongue. 
“There,” she said. “Now we won’t be disturbed. You may begin, James.” 
She speared him with steady, impatient eyes, her hands clasped expectantly at her front, and it did not escape his notice that she’d positioned herself in front of the door. 
In case he tried to make a run for it, presumably. 
With a frustrated sigh, he raked a hand through his hair and turned his back to the door, and the stubborn, exasperating woman demanding secrets he did not wish to share. Secrets he might have kept had he talked to her sooner and told her something, anything, to warn her off Fitzgerald. 
Hell, he could have made something up. Generous soul that she was, she would have believed him, and then there would be no need for this blasted conversation. 
But it was too late for that now.
“Well?” she demanded.
The word grated on his already frayed nerves, and he rounded on her, frustration roughing his voice. “What were you thinking, meeting with Fitzgerald alone like that? Why did you do it, Sophie?”
Her chin came up. “I did it because I wanted to. Because he is my best prospect—my only prospect, really—and I wanted to see what his kisses were like, and if I would enjoy them. But then you came in and spoiled the moment and—”
“Your best prospect?” James frowned at her. “Prospect for what?”
“For a husband, of course. What else?”
Shock rendered him speechless, though he wasn’t sure what surprised him more: that she was hunting for a husband or that she’d hoped Fitzgerald would fill the role. Either way, he didn’t like it. 
“You’ve only known the man a week,” he bit out.
She crossed her arms over her chest. “Yes, well, I’ll have to move quickly if I’m to find a husband this Season. One who isn’t Lord Wendley, that is.”
“Lord Wendley?” His brows knit. “What has he got to do with this?”
Sophie’s lips thinned and her arms fell to her sides with a sigh. “I received a letter from my uncle today,” she said, a distinct bite to her tone. “Apparently, Lord Wendley grew rather fond of me during our stay at Keswick House, and he’s decided he’d like to marry me. My uncle means to accept his offer unless I can find a husband of my own choosing.”
James had no words. This had to be a joke. Surely she wasn’t serious. Wendley was at least thirty years her senior, and inferior to her in every way imaginable. Sophie marrying such a man was unfathomable. Unacceptable. Bloody wrong.
“Damn,” he muttered.
She laughed, a hollow, unsteady sound that pierced him right in the gut. “My sentiments exactly,” she said. “So, now you know why I was in the conservatory with Lord Fitzgerald. And now it is your turn to tell me precisely why you hate the man so much.” 
James grimaced even as he nodded his assent. It was time. He could put it off no longer. 
Ambling over to the desk, he perched on the edge and crossed one ankle over the other, his mouth set in a grim line. Resting his palms on the smooth mahogany, he let out a slow exhale, already weary though he hadn’t even begun. “I don’t hate Fitzgerald,” he said slowly. “But he does hate me.”
There was a beat of silence, and then: “But…why?” 
“Because of Cassandra,” he said, his wife’s name bitter on his tongue. “He was in love with her. He wanted to marry her.”
Sophie’s lips dipped into a frown. “But she chose to marry you. Surely he cannot begrudge you that.” Her tone was bewildered, but indignant, too; indignant on his behalf, though he did not deserve it. 
James shook his head, guilt and regret spearing his chest. “But she didn’t choose me. She would have married Fitzgerald, but I wanted her too much to allow that to happen. I wanted her from the first moment I saw her.” 
God, he’d been desperate for her, like a starving man. He closed his eyes against the onslaught of feelings, as the memory of that time clawed at him like an undertow.
“I pursued her relentlessly,” he went on, forcing the words out. “She refused me time after time, but I didn’t care. I’d convinced myself she was playing hard to get, so I went to her father and told him I wanted her and”—he shrugged his shoulders—“he gave her to me.” 
Sophie drew closer, her brows drawn together. “But…surely you didn’t—” She cut off. Tried again. “Were you ignorant of her feelings for Lord Fitzgerald at the time?”
A rueful smile curved his lips. God, she was sweet. She wanted so badly to think well of him, to believe he was a decent, honorable man. 
He could lie to her, he supposed; give her only half the truth to save face and salvage her good opinion of him. It was certainly tempting. But he didn’t deserve her favor, did he? He certainly hadn’t earned it, and if he lost it, if that was to be part of his penance…well, so be it. It was no less than he deserved.   
“I knew she loved him,” he said, his gaze trained on the floor. “I simply didn’t care. And neither did her father. He wanted the better title for his daughter, so he ignored her wishes and refused Fitzgerald’s offer. We were married by special license a week later.”
His chest ached as he thought of their wedding day, of Cassandra’s pale, somber face as she recited her vows, the feel of her hands in his, so rigid, so cold, even through her gloves. He’d ignored all of it. He’d chosen to ignore all of it. 
“After her father refused his offer,” he said quietly, “Fitzgerald came to me and asked me to withdraw mine. Told me he loved her, wanted to marry her, but I—” He broke off with a mirthless laugh. 
“But you didn’t believe him,” she finished, her voice soft with pity.
“I thought he wanted her because I wanted her,” he said, scrubbing a hand down his face. “I thought it was a game to him.”
“But it wasn’t.”
He sighed. “No. It wasn’t.”
It should have been, though. Everything was a game to him then, even women—especially women—and James had assumed Cassandra was no different, that she was simply another pawn in Fitzgerald’s relentless need to best him at everything. 
Or maybe that was all he’d wanted to see. 
“Unfortunately, I realized my error too late,” he said, thrusting his hands in his pockets. “And I found myself married to a woman who hated me. For a year I did everything in my power to make her happy, but it was never enough. She was miserable, and I had no idea what to do about it.”
Christ, what a miserable time that had been. How ashamed he’d felt, how powerless. “She went to Norfolk, to live on my property there,” he said. “Fitzgerald joined her soon after.”
A soft gasp escaped Sophie’s lips. “Oh, James. I’m so sorry.”
“I made no attempt to stop it,” he said, the words flowing freely now. “It was all my own doing, after all, and Cassandra deserved some semblance of happiness. I granted her a year, with the understanding she would return to Falconridge at the end of it so we might see to producing an heir. Then, once it was done, she could return to Norfolk and I would leave her be once more.”
Of course, there was no guarantee he would get her with child, just as there was no way to ensure their firstborn would be a son, but he’d refused to let that worry him. He’d had no other choice. 
And then, of course, none of it mattered in the end. 
“The year passed without incident,” he said. “It was early September when I sent for her and, a week later, her carriage departed for Falconridge. It should have been an easy journey. She should have arrived that evening, but—” 
He swallowed past the knot in his throat as images flooded his mind, terrible images invented by his own guilty conscience. “She never made it to Falconridge. Her carriage turned over and fell into a ravine. She...died there. Trapped inside.”  
“How awful,” Sophie whispered. “I’m so sorry, James.”
Pushing off the desk, he turned away from her pitying eyes to stare blindly out the window into the dark, though he could still feel the weight of her stare on his back. He didn’t want her pity, damn it. He didn’t deserve it. 
“And this is why Lord Fitzgerald left England two years ago?” she asked. “Because of your wife’s death?”
“Yes.”
He’d left just days after Cassandra’s accident, but not before paying James one last visit, appearing on his doorstep one night, wild-eyed and foxed off his arse, drink and grief slurring his speech as he’d vowed his revenge. The next day he was gone. 
“Poor man,” Sophie murmured.
James turned to face her again, crossing his arms over his chest. “I shouldn’t pity him too much. He’s hardly an innocent lamb.”
“He lost the woman he loved, the same as you,” she said softly. “Surely you must pity him a little.”
His jaw clenched. Of course, he pitied him, but... “He shouldn’t have trifled with you.”
Her brows snapped together, as if she’d only just remembered her own involvement, and the confusion in her eyes, the vulnerability, nearly tore him in two. 
“It was all a charade,” she said, the words slow with realization. “His interest in me…none of it was real, was it?”
“No,” James said gruffly. “I’m sorry, Sophie. It wasn’t.” 
“I don’t understand. Why would he do such a thing? What purpose did it serve?” She was shaking her head, trying to make sense of it. 
A fresh pang of remorse shot through him, and he rubbed at the ache in his chest, as if he could wipe clean his guilty conscience. “He did it because he hates me,” he said. “He was trying to hurt me by hurting you.”
God, what a hash he’d made of things.  
Sophie was silent as she moved to join him at the desk, leaning back with her arms folded over her middle, her gaze on her feet. 
They stood there in the quiet for a long moment, and then she let out a soft sigh. “Why didn’t you warn me about him?” she asked. “Why didn’t you tell me what he was to you? If I had known, I would never have talked to him. I would never have let him—” 
She broke off, her voice catching, and she scrubbed her hands down her arms as if warding off a chill. 
“I know,” he said, his voice rough with regret. 
Her head came up and her eyes met his, frustrated, wounded. Demanding answers. “Then why didn’t you tell me?” 
He swallowed hard, his heart thudding in his chest. Because I dreaded seeing that look in your eyes, he thought. Because I couldn’t bear the thought of hurting you.
Because I care for you.
He settled for a half-truth instead. “It’s an unpleasant memory for me,” he said softly. “One I didn’t relish sharing with you, and I—” He broke off with a shake of his head. “I’m sorry, Sophie. I should have told you. It was badly done of me.”
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Yes, he should have told her sooner, there was no denying that. He might have spared her the frustration of wasted time, and the discomfort of her injured pride, but there was no sense in making him suffer over it. What was done was done, and she couldn’t change it, no matter how badly she wanted to.
She thought of Lord Fitzgerald again, of their dances, their conversations, and her cheeks burned hot with humiliation. God, how he must have laughed at her clumsy attempts at flirtation, her obvious, so-called wiles. 
How had she not seen it for the sham it was? How had she been so blind? 
With a soft groan, she pressed her hands to her warm cheeks, as if to hide the evidence of her shame. “God, I am such a fool.”
James shook his head. “You are not a fool.”
“I am,” she said, letting her hands fall to her lap. “I thought he liked me. I thought it was my feminine wiles that lured him to the conservatory tonight, but it wasn’t me at all. It was you.” She laughed, the sound harsh and scornful. “You know, I never once saw him flirt with Olivia. Everyone flirts with Olivia, but Lord Fitzgerald never did. I should have known something wasn’t right.” 
“He wasn’t good enough for you, Sophie.”
She shot him a dubious look. “He’s a viscount.”  
“He’s a scoundrel,” he said, his tone brooking no argument. “And you deserve better.” 
Her gaze fell to the floor, and in the dimness of the room, she could just make out the deep green tassels on the toes of her borrowed slippers. “He was my only prospect, James,” she said softly. “And I had begun to hope he might be the solution to my problem. That he might want to marry—” She broke off, mentally cursing her own gullibility. “But I was wrong. And now I have to tell my family it was all a ruse, and they’re going to be so disappointed.”
She thought of the conversation to come, and her heart filled with dread, not because she thought they would be disappointed with her, but because she knew how disappointed they would be for her, which was so much worse. She hated that she’d raised their hopes for nothing.
“What will you tell them?” James asked. “About Fitzgerald?” 
She let out a slow breath. “I don’t know yet. They already know the two of you were friends once, so I’ll have to tell them something of your past with him. But I’ll make no mention of your wife, I promise.”
He nodded, his smile grim but grateful as his gaze fell to the floor. She studied his face, searching for a clue to his thoughts, and nearly asked him what he was thinking, but quelled the urge. She’d lingered far too long already. It was time to return to the party. 
“I had best get back to my aunt,” she said, pushing off the desk. “She’s bound to have noticed my absence by now. And, besides”—she gave a rueful smile—“I have a husband to hunt for, and there’s no time to waste.” 
She turned for the door, intending to leave, but James’s words halted her steps. 
“I know you’re disappointed,” he said softly. “But there will be other suitors. And you have the rest of the Season to claim one for a husband.”
She shook her head. “Only a few short months to accomplish what I couldn’t in two years. It seems an impossible task.”
“I wasn’t there, of course,” he said, “but I’d be willing to wager you spent most of those two years discouraging Olivia’s suitors instead of encouraging your own.” He crooked a brow to punctuate his point.
Nibbling on her bottom lip, Sophie considered his words. It was true, she had been rather preoccupied these last two Seasons. Fending off unwanted male attention was no easy task with someone as sought-after as Olivia.
But what might have happened if she had focused on her own future instead? If she’d flirted a little, if she’d giggled and batted her eyes and fluttered her fan, would it have made a difference? Would she be a wife now with a child growing in her belly? Or would she remain unmarried, all her best efforts for naught?
It was the latter possibility that worried her. 
“You’re right,” she said, as an idea came to her. “Perhaps it isn’t impossible, but neither will it be easy. I could use some assistance.” She gave him a beseeching smile. “I know it isn’t part of our bargain, but perhaps you could help me in the same way I’ve been helping you. I could go to you for information on a gentleman, and you would tell me everything you know about him.”
A muscle twitched in James’s cheek, but otherwise, he gave no reaction.
“We can begin with Lord Chatsworthing,” she said, pressing on as if he’d given his consent. “He seems an agreeable sort of man. What do you know of him?”
James crossed his arms over his chest. “Chatsworthing is an idiot. I know that much.”
“An idiot?” She frowned. Drat. And he’d seemed such a promising prospect. “Well, what about Mr. Gessingsly? He seems very clever.”
But James was already shaking his head. “Clever, yes. Agreeable, no.”
Pressing her lips together, she scoured her mind for more candidates. “Viscount Ravenson?”
“Only if you want to saddle yourself to an unmitigated ass.”
Sophie laughed, plunking her hands on her hips in mild exasperation. “If we continue on like this, there won’t be anyone left, and I’ll have no choice but to marry Lord Wendley.”
James was silent for a long beat, and then his dark gaze flicked to hers. “Or you could marry me instead.”




Chapter Twenty-Two

[image: image-placeholder]

They were the last  words in the world Sophie ever thought she would hear from James’s lips. 
She stared at him, stunned, bracing herself for the inevitable grin, the twinkle in his eye that would reveal it for the joke it most assuredly was. 
But he only stared back at her with sober, unwavering eyes, finally arching a brow when the silence stretched on for too long.
Swallowing past the lump in her throat, she shook her head. “Come, James. You cannot be serious.”
He cocked his head to one side. “Why not?” he asked. “I think it’s an excellent idea. I should have thought of it earlier.”
Right, then. Definitely not a joke.
“I know what this is,” she said, fighting to keep her voice steady. “And, while I appreciate the sentiment behind your offer, it isn’t necessary. I’m certain I will find a suitable husband on my own.”
She wasn’t nearly as confident as she would have him believe, but she would rather take her chances on the marriage mart than accept a proposal offered out of pity. She had her pride, after all. 
“Am I not suitable?” James asked with a quirk of his lips. “And here I thought I was such an excellent catch.”
It was devastating, that teasing half-smile of his, but she sensed her refusal had thrown him off his axis a bit. Good, she thought peevishly. It was only fair, considering he’d just suggested she marry him in the same manner one might suggest a trip to Gunter’s for a lemon ice. 
Did he think she would fall at his feet in gratitude? 
“You are an excellent catch,” she said pleasantly, placatingly, in the hopes he would drop the matter. “I’m sure any woman would leap at the chance to marry you.” 
“And yet, there you stand, refusing me.” His smile had turned wry, and she could see he was not going to let this go so easily. 
“We both know you don’t want to marry me,” she muttered, crossing her arms over her chest in frustration. “You feel responsible for my predicament, and marrying me would assuage your guilt, but that is the only reason you offered. And I neither want nor need your charity.”
A look of discomfort passed over his face and he shifted on his feet, slipping his hands into his pockets. “It isn’t the only reason I offered,” he said softly. “I also believe we would suit.”
She blinked, his words scorching her brain. He thought they would suit? Since when? Had he thought of marrying her before now, before tonight? 
The questions burned at the back of her throat, demanding satisfaction, but she held back, resisting the urge. This conversation was foolish enough—foolish, and dangerous to heart—and she knew better than to encourage it. In fact, she really ought to leave.
But her feet were too slow, her resolve too weak, and the words slipped out before she could stop them. “Why?” she asked, striving for nonchalance. “What makes you think we would suit?”
He perched on the desk again, folding his arms over his chest. “Well, for one, there’s our shared history,” he said. “And our mutual connection to the Keswick family.”
Sophie wrinkled her nose. This, apparently, topped his list of attractive qualities in a bride. He’d said much the same thing to Griffin when he’d still been thinking of pursuing Olivia and, while there was no denying his reasoning was sound, it bothered her that he’d said it again, about her this time, as if she and her cousin were interchangeable.  
“We get on well enough, I think,” he continued. “We share some of the same interests. We both like to read, and we appreciate art and sweets.”
The corners of her mouth turned down. “And these are sufficient reasons to marry? A shared affinity for books and pastries?”
He shrugged. “Many marriages are forged on less.”
“But…don’t you want more from your own?”
Amusement flared in his eyes. “Such as?”
He expected her to say love, which she absolutely did not mean, but her cheeks reddened all the same. “Such as mutual affection,” she said, a touch defensively. “And mutual regard.”
He shrugged, his eyes crinkling at the corners. “I like you. And I’m fairly certain you like me.” He hooked a brow. “Or am I wrong about that?” 
“I like you well enough,” she said with a sniff.
His smile deepened and he spread his hands wide, as if to say there you are, then.
Sophie sighed, shaking her head. He didn’t understand. “It isn’t enough for me, James,” she said softly. “I have no expectations of making a love match, but I should at least like to marry a man who wants to marry me. One who is fond of me and—and desires me a little. I do not think that is too much to hope for.”
A curious silence descended and then, in a voice like gravel, he said, “You think I do not desire you?”
Self-preservation had her turning away, from both his question and his too-astute eyes, and she busied herself with tidying the stacks of papers on the desk. “We’re friends,” she said faintly. “That is all.”
“I can recall a kiss which would suggest otherwise.”
 Her hands stilled, her heart fluttering. “I thought we agreed never to speak of that,” she said. “And, anyway, it wasn’t a real kiss. You were in your cups and—”
“I was not in my cups.”
She flicked him a disbelieving glance. “I saw the bottle. It was half-empty.”
“It was half-empty when I started,” he said. “And I had only one glass. Hardly enough to impair my judgment.”
“I still think—”
“It was a real kiss, Sophie. And a damned good one.” His eyes dipped to her mouth. “I’d like to do it again.”
Her breath hitched at the confession, at the desire glittering in his eyes. Desire for her. He wanted to kiss her again, and she wanted it, too—badly—but… 
“I…I think that would be unwise,” she said, the words slightly breathless. “Perhaps it would be best if we said our farewells for the evening.”
He nodded. “Perhaps you’re right.” 
But he made no move to leave, and neither did she. Not even when he touched her, stroking his thumb across her bottom lip, sending the most delicious shivers shuddering through her body. 
“I think about touching you like this sometimes,” he murmured, grazing her cheek with the tips of his fingers, his eyes tracking the movement. “I think about it more often than I should, probably, but”—he shook his head, a small smile touching his lips—“I just can’t seem to help myself.”
“Oh,” she whispered. It was all she seemed able to say in the moment, so stunned was she by the admission.
He thought about her? About touching her? She thought of him all the time, though she tried her best not to, but to learn that he thought of her, too…
It was extraordinary. 
“That’s what I was doing in the study that night at Keswick House,” he said. “I was thinking of you. And then, there you were, as if I’d conjured you up, your feet bare, your hair unbound…” 
Gently he brushed a tendril of hair behind her ear, trailing his fingertips along her jawline, and she bit her lip to keep from moaning, trying to resist him, but it was no good. She was already lost, bewitched by his touch, drunk on his words.
“You were irresistible,” he said, his voice just above a whisper. “I knew I shouldn’t let you stay. And I certainly shouldn’t have kissed you, but...” His gaze strayed to her mouth then flicked back to her eyes, and the heat she saw there stole her very breath. 
“But I’m damned glad I did,” he said huskily. “And I wish you’d let me do it again.”
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He touched his thumb there, caressing the little obsession, and watched as she swallowed, drawing his gaze to the pale, delicate skin at her throat. He brushed the pad of his thumb against her pulse-beat, and nearly leaned down to press his mouth there, longing to feel the evidence of her arousal against his lips, his tongue.
He could do it without asking. She would allow it, and she’d enjoy the hell out of it, too. But it wasn’t enough for him. He wanted her to admit it, wanted the words from her lips, a verbal admission that she would welcome his touch. That she wanted it. 
That she yearned for it.
“I want to taste you again,” he said as he slowly traced the bow of her upper lip with his forefinger, drawing the most gratifying little noise from the back of her throat. “May I, Sophie? May I kiss you?” 
She nodded, her gorgeous green eyes dark with wanting.
“Tell me you want me to,” he demanded, the words a low growl.
She nodded again, her gaze dipping to his mouth, and then—God above—she sank her teeth into the plump flesh of her bottom lip, as if anticipating, craving, the taste of him. 
Bloody hell, he was hard as stone, and she hadn’t even touched him yet.
“I’ll have the words, Sophie,” he rasped. “Tell me you want it.” 
“I—I want it.”
The whispered words had barely left her lips and he was tugging her to him, tucking her between his thighs, his fingers squeezing her softly rounded hips. She gasped, and her hands rose to his chest, curling into the lapels of his evening coat as if to hold him close. 
James swallowed hard, anticipation thrumming through his veins as his eyes swept over Sophie’s face. With her flushed cheeks and parted lips, lush and berry-pink, she was the most arousing bloody thing he’d ever seen.
Longing swept over him, and he claimed her lips in a searing kiss, fitting his mouth to hers, tasting her with his tongue. She whimpered, kissing him back with equal fervor as her arms slid up his chest and wrapped around his neck. She tasted of lemons, tart and sweet, and hungrily James deepened the kiss, feeding an insatiable want.
Sophie’s fingers raked through his hair and her tongue met his, hot and wet, a wickedly slow slide that licked a path all the way to his cock. 
God, what she did to him. 
It shouldn’t be like this. He shouldn’t want her so desperately, so ravenously. She was an innocent, a gently-bred young lady, but her eagerness, her absolute delight in touching him and being touched, was more seductive than anything he’d ever known.
She was taking her pleasure from him, and he wanted her to have it.
Sliding his hands over the lush curve of her arse, he dragged her in close, flush against his cock, tearing a low groan from his own lips. So good. So bloody good. He pulled back, breathing hard, fighting to keep his wits about him. 
“No,” Sophie protested, her voice husky. “Kiss me again, James. Please.” 
He might have smiled at that, at her show of politeness even now, but then her hands were in his hair and she was tugging his mouth to hers, and he was too bloody weak to resist her.
With a muttered oath, he gave in, kissing her hard as his hands fisted in her skirts, the need to pleasure her so potent it nearly consumed him. He wanted her naked, damn it. He wanted to worship every inch of her body, and he wanted hours to devote to the task.
If only she were his…
Breaking the kiss, he slanted his lips across her cheek and lower, nibbling at her jaw, her earlobe. Her skin was unbearably soft and she smelled so damned sweet, like warm honey and lilacs. 
“Delicious,” he murmured against her throat as he worked his way downward, pausing to graze her collarbone with his teeth, making her moan, the raw, needy sound reverberating against his lips like a kiss. 
His mouth found hers again, his hands clenching around her hips, shaping the curve of her waist. Brushing against the outer swell of her breasts. She was soft everywhere; soft and plump and perfect. And he was desperate for her.
If only she were his…
If she were, he would ease her bodice down over her breasts and caress her with his hands until she cried out. He’d suckle her into his mouth and nip her with his teeth until she writhed against him. 
He’d sink to his knees, lift her skirts and pleasure her with his mouth until she came on his tongue, and then he’d take her against the desk, slow and thorough, her luscious bottom bared to him, her beautiful lips parted on a silent cry as he thrust into her again and again.  
With a guttural curse, James tore his lips from hers. He drew in a deep breath, then another, though the effort did little to ease the lust coursing through his veins like wildfire.
Sophie was no help, either. Her eyes were dazed and half-lidded, her lips swollen from his kisses. She looked adorably befuddled. Utterly delectable. 
“You see?” he said gruffly. “I was right. We do suit.”
She blinked, her eyes clearing as his words registered, and then she took a hasty step backward, bumping her hip into the desk. “I—I should go,” she said, her breathing labored. “I’ve been gone too long. My aunt is probably forming a search party even as we speak.”
She raised her hands to her hair, avoiding his gaze as she tucked and patted, and James nearly smiled as he watched her work. He hadn’t laid a finger on her hair. An oversight on his part, no doubt, but then, his hands had been busy elsewhere.
“Am I presentable?” she asked, shaking out her skirts.
Presentable? He nearly scoffed aloud. She was bloody gorgeous. So gorgeous he had to cross his arms over his chest to keep from reaching for her again. 
But all he said was, “You look fine.”
She nodded. “Right. Well.” Her lips parted as if she would say more, but she shut them again, changing her mind, and then she turned and made for the door.
He called out her name as she reached for the knob, and she turned to him, her face in shadow, her hand resting on the door key.
“You look lovely,” he said softly. 
She watched him for a beat, her lips curving into a small smile he could just make out in the darkness. Then she turned and slipped into the corridor, shutting the door behind her.
James let her go without protest. There was more to say—a conversation to finish—but it would wait for now. 
Sitting atop the desk, he stretched his legs out in front of him and raked a hand through his hair, his mind swarming with thoughts. He sat like that for several minutes, thinking of his life, of this unusual evening and what might come of it.
He thought of many things in that study. But mostly, he thought of Sophie.




Chapter Twenty-Three
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“Lord Fitzgerald ought to  be shot,” Emmy seethed, as she took a seat beside Sophie, who was slouched on the sofa in the guest chamber at the Keswicks’ townhouse that was to be hers for the night.  
“I agree,” Olivia said from her other side. “But not before I’ve had the chance to spit in his eye.”
The image of her amiable, decidedly non-violent cousin spitting on a man had Sophie smiling. “I think I would like to see that, Livvy.” 
“You seem rather sanguine,” Emmy said to Sophie, “considering all that’s happened. I should think you would be angrier over this.”
“I was angry. I still am, but”—she shrugged—“I suppose some of the shock has faded.” 
And she’d had other things to think of besides Lord Fitzgerald’s duplicity. A proposal of marriage, for example. And a scorching hot kiss. Her cheeks warmed as she tried to push all thoughts of kisses from her mind, something she’d done at least a thousand times over the last two days.
“Well, I still cannot believe Lord Fitzgerald misled you like that,” Emmy said, rising with a huff, her hands gripping her lilac-colored skirts. “The man is a scoundrel and a rat.”
“Yes,” Sophie said with a sigh. “And I cannot help thinking I should have seen his attentions for what they were. I should have known he was insincere.”
This was what angered her most, her own gullibility. Of course, she was furious with the viscount for misleading her, for using her, but it wouldn’t have happened if she hadn’t been so willing to believe him. She should have been more cautious.
“You are being too hard on yourself,” Emmy said briskly. “Lord Fitzgerald is an exceedingly charming man. We were all taken in by him.”
“Even Aunt Augusta,” Olivia reminded her. “And she is usually an excellent judge of character.”
Sophie offered them both a grateful smile, even as guilt gnawed at her belly. They were such good friends—the very best, really—and she was keeping things from them. She’d told them about Lord Fitzgerald, about his need to best James at everything and the resultant, misguided attempt at stealing Sophie away from him. 
But she’d told them nothing of James’s proposal, or of their kiss. Either of their kisses. She wasn’t ready to talk about what had happened two nights ago in Lord Hanover’s study. She wasn’t even certain she knew how she felt about it yet.  
“Your aunt had such high hopes for you and the viscount,” Emmy said. “She must be terribly disappointed.”
“She is,” Olivia said. “But she’s trying her best to hide it.”
“She’d be even more disappointed if she knew I’d actually met with Lord Fitzgerald in the Hanovers’ conservatory,” Sophie said, nibbling on her lower lip. “But I couldn’t bring myself to tell her.”
“Then what did you say happened?” Emmy asked.
She shrugged. “Only that he asked me to meet him, and I refused.”
Another lie, but she couldn’t bear the thought of disappointing her aunt further. Besides, if she’d told her the truth, Aunt Augusta would surely never let her out of her sight again.
“I feel terrible for urging you to encourage him,” Olivia said, wringing her hands. “You would never have met him in the conservatory if I hadn’t suggested it first.”
“Don’t be silly, Livvy.” Sophie reached out and covered her hands with her own. “I thought it a good idea at the time, too.”
“But he kissed you. And he might have attempted more if Dearborn hadn’t come when he did.”
Yes, James had swooped in like a knight in shining armor to save her, and she was grateful he had. But this did not erase the fact that he could have prevented it all had he simply told her the truth at the start.
Evidently, Emmy was of the same opinion. “I’m very glad James was watching over Sophie,” she said, “but it doesn’t absolve him of his mistakes. He should have warned her of Fitzgerald’s true nature earlier.” 
“I know,” Olivia said with a sigh. “But…maybe he was ashamed of the association? Perhaps he did not wish to admit that he knew him, that he was once like him. He is such a respectable man now. I’m sure he must feel dreadful about his past behavior.”
“As he should!” Emmy plunked her hands on her hips. “It is disgraceful, and now I understand why he was so reluctant to talk about his association with Lord Fitzgerald. He didn’t want me to know what a scoundrel he used to be.”
And Emmy didn’t know even half of what he’d done back then. What he’d done to his wife. It was almost impossible to reconcile the man he was now with the man he must have been back then, a man capable of such tricks, such selfishness. 
She could hardly believe he’d forced Lady Cassandra into marriage. She’d always believed theirs was a love match, but it was only half true. Cassandra had not loved him, and James had loved her so much he’d been willing to do anything to have her.
He regretted his actions now, she knew, but it was still a troubling thought.
“At least he’s changed for the better,” Olivia said, “which is more than can be said for the viscount. You’re very fortunate, Sophie, that you came away from this whole situation relatively unscathed.”
“Amen to that,” Emmy replied.
Sophie said nothing.
“Now, then,” Emmy said, clasping her hands together, “I think we had better join the other guests. Dinner will be served soon, and my mother will never forgive me if I’m late.”
The trio made their way into the corridor and Emmy and Olivia led the way, chattering on about tomorrow’s shopping excursion while Sophie trailed behind them, only half-listening. 
Lady Keswick was hosting a dinner party tonight, and then tomorrow morning the five of them—the marchioness, Aunt Augusta, Emmy, Olivia and Sophie—would head out for an afternoon of shopping, which would likely last for hours. She wondered, only half-ironically, if she would survive it.
Of course, she had to get through this evening first.
She was in no rush to join the party. James would be in attendance, and was likely already here, waiting on the terrace with the other guests. Her pulse fluttered nervously. She hadn’t seen him since their…encounter in Lord Hanover’s study; she’d stayed home last night, claiming a headache, which her cousin had interpreted—incorrectly—as an attempt to delay seeing Lord Fitzgerald. 
In reality, it was James she wasn’t ready to see. 
What would she say to him? What would he say to her? And how on earth would she meet his gaze without turning as red as a strawberry? 
I think about touching you like this, he’d whispered. More often than I should, but then…I can’t seem to help myself. 
Those words, spoken in that low, husky voice, were forever burned on her brain. 
And then he’d kissed her and, sweet heavens above, that kiss—that kiss had fairly burned her alive. And she hadn’t the faintest idea why he’d done it. He’d proposed to her, yes, but she knew he’d offered out of pity or some misplaced sense of responsibility. 
He didn’t really want to marry her, and even though he said he did, even though he claimed they would suit—even though he’d kissed her—she didn’t believe him. 
How could she when he’d been interviewing another young woman only an hour before?
Of course, there was every possibility she was worrying over nothing, she thought, as she descended the stairs behind Olivia and Emmy. A person could do a lot of thinking in two days’ time, and he’d probably realized his error by now. He would probably never bring it up again, and they could simply go about their business as if that night had never happened. 
“Oh, it is lovely, isn’t it?” Olivia breathed. “It’s almost…magical.”
Sophie looked up as they approached the open doors leading out the terrace. Guests were scattered about the space, chatting and laughing, some seated, some standing, and there was a distinct air of gaiety all around. A full moon shone overhead, and lanterns had been strung from the ceiling, casting a warm glow on the brightly-colored ribbons and flowers of every hue that decorated the tables and chairs. 
She noticed James straightaway, of course. He was standing at the edge of the terrace, impossibly tall, devastatingly handsome, a pretty blonde at his elbow. He bent his head to better hear Lady Annabel speak, and Sophie watched, helpless to look away, as his lips curved into a slow grin, a lock of thick, dark hair falling rakishly across his brow.
Sophie’s heart clenched painfully in her chest. Stop it, she ordered silently. He is not yours. 
Determined to ignore him, she forced her gaze away and glanced around the terrace. “Everything looks beautiful, Em,” she said, stepping out into the night air. “Your mother is lucky it is such a mild evening.”
Emmy nodded. “I thought the idea of a dinner party on the terrace a mad one, but Mother was determined to do it, and I must say it turned out better than I thought it would.” She let out a soft sigh. “And, speaking of my mother, I had better check with her to ensure she doesn’t need anything from me.” She flashed a quick grin and then she was off.
Olivia drew in a breath, casting her gaze over their surroundings. “It is a romantic scene, isn’t it? With the full moon and the candles, and the orchestra playing inside.”
Sophie nodded, humming her agreement.
“Romantic, indeed,” said a deep, male voice from behind them.
Olivia’s shoulders stiffened as Griffin came to a stand beside her. 
“An ideal setting for a proposal of marriage, hm?” he drawled. “It’s a pity Paxton couldn’t be here tonight.”
Sophie had to bite her tongue to keep from scowling at him. His words seemed friendly enough on the surface, but there was an underlying thread of mockery in his tone that she didn’t much like. 
Olivia must have noticed it, too, for her hands had fisted at her sides. “It is a pity, indeed,” she said smoothly. “Alas, the duke’s mother is hosting her own dinner party this evening, and he was obliged to attend.”
“Paxton is most attentive to his mother’s needs,” Griff said, and then he leaned around Olivia to give Sophie a smile. “Good evening, Miss Everett.” 
She returned his greeting, though it was frostier than usual, and then she said, “The Duke of Paxton is a most devoted son. I think it is one of his most endearing qualities. Don’t you agree, Livvy?”
“Oh, yes,” she said. “Undoubtedly. And he has many of them, to be sure.” Her tone was just the right blend of affection and admiration, and Sophie just barely resisted the urge to grin. 
“Glad to hear it,” Griff said, sounding anything but. “Well, I had better go and greet my mother now. Enjoy your evening, ladies.” He sketched a quick bow and then he left them. 
“Thank you,” Olivia whispered. “I do try to hold my temper with him, but it is difficult to do sometimes.” 
This probably had something to do with the fact that he intentionally provoked her temper, but Sophie knew her cousin would not wish to discuss him any further, so instead she said, “Come, let’s get something to drink. I’m thirsty.”
“Good idea. And look, Caroline Whitney is here.” She nodded toward a young woman seated at a table near the refreshments table. “Let’s go and sit with her. I want to hear all about her ride in Hyde Park with Mr. Slater.”
Sophie hadn’t a clue who this Mr. Slater was, but she followed after her cousin without protest, collecting a glass of punch before joining Miss Whitney, claiming a seat at her table beside Olivia.
She tried to follow along with the conversation, she truly did, but every time she managed to focus, Lady Annabel giggled. Somehow, she resisted the urge to sneak a glance, even after the third giggle, but the fourth one proved too much for her to handle and she gave in, casually peeking over her shoulder. 
Lady Annabel was gazing up at James through her lashes, smiling prettily as she pressed one elegantly gloved hand to his forearm as if marking her territory.
Sophie tore her gaze away and drained the last of her punch, jealousy eating at her insides. She had no right to feel jealous. James wasn’t hers. He was a single man in need of a wife, and Lady Annabel would fill the role quite nicely. She ought to be glad for him. 
In fact, she was glad for him. 
This unpleasant tightness in her chest had nothing to do with jealousy. It was hurt pride, nothing more. Yes, she’d hoped he would be as eager as she to forget all about his proposal, but, even so, no woman wanted to believe she was so easily forgotten. 
But it would appear she was. 
Her eyes flicked back to James, and she ignored the relief that swept through her when she noted that Lady Annabel’s hand was no longer on his arm and, in fact, the duo was now a trio. Emmy had joined them, and she was chattering away while James listened with an affectionate expression on his face. 
Lady Annabel did not seem so enthused by the interruption. 
She’d obviously hoped to prolong her private conversation with the handsome earl, and Sophie couldn’t fault her for it. He cut a fine figure this evening in a dark green jacket, his buff breeches hugging powerful thighs she’d been nestled between only two nights ago. Muscles she’d brushed with her fingertips—
Oh, for heaven’s sake, stop! Cheeks burning, she forced her gaze away—or, more accurately, up— straight into a pair of amused-but-knowing eyes the color of warm chocolate. 
James arched a brow, and Sophie’s mouth went slack. Drat. He’d caught her staring.
And judging by the devilish smile playing at the corners of his lips, he knew precisely where her wicked mind had strayed to. So much for ignoring him all evening.
“Are you feeling all right, Sophie?” Olivia asked. “Your cheeks are flushed.”
Tearing her gaze from James, she turned to her cousin with a reassuring smile. “I’m fine,” she said. “A little overheated, that’s all.”
Olivia nodded before turning back to Miss Whitney. Sophie had long since lost the thread of the conversation, but she did her best to join in, even as her skin prickled with awareness. 
James was watching her. She could feel the weight of his stare on the back of her neck, but she refused to give in to the pull of his gaze, determined to resist. She’d vowed to ignore him tonight, to pretend their kiss and his proposal had never happened, and she meant to do just that. 
Never mind the fact that she’d already been caught ogling his breeches.
[image: image-placeholder]Conversation at dinner was lively, and the meal—all eight courses of it—was undeniably superb, but James was too preoccupied to give much notice to either, and by the time the gentlemen joined the ladies in the gray salon afterwards, he had only one thing on his mind. 
Talking to Sophie. 
Unfortunately, she was busy playing cards with her aunt and Emmy and Olivia, so there was nothing to do at the moment but bide his time. He wandered over to the refreshments table and helped himself to another glass of Lady Keswick’s surprisingly bracing punch and considered his plan of attack.
Sophie was ignoring him, which he hadn’t anticipated. He’d figured there was bound to be some tension between them, some awkwardness, after everything he’d shared with her about his past, after his offer of marriage. 
After that kiss.
That kiss, which had burned itself on his brain like a brand. Yes, he’d expected she might be uncomfortable with him after that night, at least at first, but he’d never imagined she would wish to pretend none of it had even happened. 
Glancing down at his glass of punch, he frowned. He hadn’t intended to propose to her that night, but the more he’d thought about it these last two days, the more convinced he was that marrying her was the perfect solution to both their problems. 
Sophie needed a husband, one who was better titled—and better suited—than old Wendley. And James needed a wife, and a way to be rid of Fitzgerald. 
Their marrying made sense, but more than that, he liked the idea of marrying her. He’d meant it when he said he thought they would suit. So long as they maintained a certain degree of distance and avoided forming any strong emotional attachment, their union could be more than satisfactory. 
Now he just had to convince Sophie of it.
His chance to speak with her finally came an hour later, when Lord Ashcroft, one of Olivia’s hopeful admirers, asked her to sing and play for them. Inevitably, this turned into a concert, as most of the young ladies—and even a few of the men—wanted their turn to perform.  
James knew Sophie would not wish to join in—she wasn’t much for performing, or playing music, for that matter—so he waited while she took a seat on an empty sofa to watch the performers, and then he swooped in and sat beside her, not bothering to ask for her permission. Already fairly certain he knew what her answer would be.
Sophie’s shoulders stiffened slightly, but otherwise, she was the picture of calm with her hands folded neatly in her lap, a polite expression carved on her face. 
“You’ve been ignoring me all evening, Miss Everett,” he said quietly. “I don’t care for it.” 
There was a beat of silence and then, in an impressively prim voice, she said, “I don’t know what you mean.”
“Yes, you do.” 
Her jaw clenched—a crack in the façade—but she made no reply.
“I asked you a question the other night,” he said. “I’m still awaiting your answer.”
Her hands curled into fists in her lap—another crack—and then she said, stiffly, “I gave you my answer. I told you, I neither want nor need your charity. In addition to that, I would make you a terrible countess. You would do far better choosing someone like Lady Annabel.”
“Would I?” 
“Yes, you would,” she said sternly. Her gaze flicked to the young woman in question who was currently displaying her skill at the pianoforte. “Her father is next in line to inherit a dukedom, as I’m sure you already know, and her mother is the daughter of an earl. She is intelligent, accomplished, her deportment is unimpeachable, and…” Her voice dropped to just above a whisper. “She is reputed to have an enormous dowry.”
A smile tugged at James’s lips. “Lady Annabel is a lovely young woman.” 
It was true. She was just the sort of girl he’d intended to marry; a placid, pretty creature with impeccable manners, one who would never tease him or challenge him. 
Strange that he should find himself pursuing a woman who did just that, often and with relish. 
“She is lovely,” Sophie said. “And I think she likes you. She was flirting with you earlier.”
“Was she, indeed?”
“You know very well that she was,” she said, sliding him a look. “Her eyelashes were fluttering, and her hand was on your arm for a very long time.”
The words and her tone were light, but her lips had pinched at the corners and her shoulders were stiff. James nearly grinned. She was jealous. Excellent.
“I did find her charming,” he said, pretending to consider the girl at the pianoforte. “Pretty, too.”
“There you are then. She’s perfect for you.”
He nodded. “Perhaps you’re right. I certainly would have thought so a month ago, but...” He looked at Sophie, whose eyes met his. “I seem to have developed a preference for clever, tart-mouthed bookworms with moss green eyes.”
A pretty blush stole across her cheeks. “Stop it,” she whispered. “You don’t want to marry me.”
His brows rose. “Don’t I?”
She gave a firm shake of her head. “I am not like Lady Annabel. I’m not sweet and lovely. I’m not charming. I’m stubborn and exacting and sarcastic and...” Her eyes dipped to his widening smile, and she trailed off, as if forgetting her words.
“And what?” he prompted.
She blinked. “And...I read too much.”
“Falconridge, my estate in Devonshire, boasts an excellent library,” he said temptingly. “An enormous library.”
Interest flared in her eyes, and James thought he might have her, but then she frowned and shook her head. “I would make a terrible countess. I cannot sing, or play an instrument, or paint with watercolors”—she ticked each item off on her fingers—“and my embroidery is abysmal. I am woefully ill-qualified for the job, I’m afraid.”
Nodding slowly, James pretended to consider her words. “Then I suppose we’ll have to hire tutors for you,” he said, his tone teasing. “The best tutors in England. They’ll have you sorted out in no time.”
Sophie’s breath came out on a frustrated laugh. “You are being ridiculous. You know as well as I do we wouldn’t suit. I told you so the other night.”
“And I told you we would,” he said, his gaze sliding to her lips. “And then I proved it on Lord Hanover’s desk. Remember?” 
The corners of her mouth pinched. “The only thing you proved is that I like kissing you,” she whispered. “And I already knew that.”
God, she was sweet. James lowered his voice. “If you marry me,” he said cajolingly, “I’ll kiss you every day. As often as you like.” 
It was exploitation, plain and simple, but he wasn’t above using her desire for him if it got him what he wanted. And what he wanted was Sophie as his wife, and in his bed.
She eyed him for a moment, lingering on his mouth as she worried her bottom lip with her teeth. He had the distinct impression she was considering his kisses, weighing their merits against all the reasons she’d given for refusing him, and damned if he didn’t almost drag her onto his lap and give her another thorough, brain-addling incentive to accept.
“It is a tempting inducement,” she said, cutting into his thoughts. “But physical desire is not a good enough reason to marry. It is commonplace and plentiful.” She looked at him and smiled sagely. “I know you will have no trouble at all finding a young lady who will meet your requirements, including that one.”
James’s brows drew together as irritation prickled at the back of his neck. “I had no idea you were such an expert on physical desire,” he drawled, knowing full well she wasn’t.
“I’m not, but—”
“Then allow me to correct you on one point,” he said, his voice low. “Desire might be commonplace, but there is nothing common about the way you feel in my arms, and if we were alone right now, I would take great pleasure in illustrating my point right here on this sofa.”
Her lips parted on a soft gasp as color bloomed in her cheeks.
“I want you in my bed, Sophie, make no mistake about that. But I care about you, too. I think we could make a good life together and”—he raised a knowing brow—“I think you would come to agree with me, if you’d let yourself.” 
He held her gaze for a long moment and then rose to his feet. “I’ll be waiting for your answer. Think about what I said.”
And then he left her there to do just that.				




Chapter Twenty-Four
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Sophie’s eyes popped open,  and she heaved another frustrated sigh—her third in as many minutes—before flopping onto her back to stare up at the darkened ceiling with decidedly unsleepy eyes. 
Think about it, James had said. As if she’d been able to think of anything else since. Drat that man.
Her borrowed bedchamber was too dark to see the clock on the mantel, but she’d been lying here awake for so long, she knew the hour must be late. Or, early, depending on how one looked at it. 
She ought to be sleeping right now. Tomorrow’s shopping excursion with her aunt and the other ladies would undoubtedly prove vigorous and exhausting, and she would need a well-rested mind and body if she had any hope of surviving it. But she was too wound up to sleep, her thoughts too frenzied, too conflicted. 
It was all James’s fault, of course. James, with his tempting words and knowing eyes and seductive smiles. 
Why had he proposed to her again? Why hadn’t he changed his mind? She’d been so certain he would realize his mistake and simply pretend the proposal had never happened, but he hadn’t. He’d offered for her again, right there in the middle of Lady Keswick’s gray salon with a dozen guests around. 
I want you in my bed, Sophie. Make no mistake about that.
The memory of those scandalous words, and his deep, devastating voice as he’d said them sent heat pooling low in her belly. She knew he didn’t truly want to marry her. The timing was too coincidental for her to believe his proposal was anything more than an attempt at atonement. 
But when he said he desired her, that he wanted her in his bed…she believed him. She’d seen the heat in his gaze, and felt the urgency in his kiss, his hands. Somehow, as unbelievable as the notion might seem, James desired her. 
But was this reason enough to accept his offer of marriage, an offer which had only been made out of guilt? 
No, she thought. It isn’t. And she had to tell him so, once and for all. How fortuitous that he was staying over tonight, as well. 
Tossing aside the bed linens, she slipped out of bed and into her shawl before marching to the door, a lit candle in one hand. She slipped from her room and scurried down the corridor on silent, bare feet until she’d reached the very last door, and then, before she lost her nerve, she rapped her knuckles on the wood and waited.
No answer came.
Either the room was empty, or he was asleep. Probably the latter. It was quite late, after all, and she was probably the only one still awake. This whim of hers had been silly and stupid, not to mention irresponsible. 
For heaven’s sake, she was standing outside a gentleman’s bedchamber in her chemise. What if she was discovered? What if her aunt found her here? What if—
What if the door suddenly opened and James was standing there in the open doorway, staring at her?
“Sophie?”
She swallowed. “Oh. You’re awake.”
“What in blazes—” He cupped her elbow, pulled her inside and softly shut the door. “What are you doing here? What’s wrong?” 
Clutching at her shawl, she took a hasty step backward, driven by the need to put some distance between them. “Nothing is wrong,” she said lightly. “Why should anything be wrong?”
James raised a brow. “It’s the middle of the night and you’re in my chamber in your chemise.” His eyes raked over her, lingering on her bare feet before flicking back to her face, considerably warmer than before.
“I’m fine, I assure you,” she said, ignoring the fluttering in her belly. “I wasn’t certain when I would have another chance to speak with you alone, so I—” She broke off as he reached out to take the candle from her hand, and her breath hitched when his fingers brushed hers. 
Tingles shot up her arm, but James seemed unfazed as he crossed the few steps to the small escritoire against the wall, blowing the candle out before setting it down on the desk. 
“So,” he said, turning to face her. “I assume you’ve come to discuss my offer of marriage.”  
She parted her lips to answer him, but then he leaned against the desk and crossed his arms over his chest in a distracting display of masculine elegance, and suddenly her mouth was too dry for words. 
It was then she noticed what he was wearing. Or, rather, not wearing.
He had no coat on, only trousers and his linen shirt, and he’d rolled the sleeves up to the elbow, revealing powerful forearms. His throat was bare, too, and a tantalizing triangle of naked skin and crisp, dark hair peeked out through the unlaced collar of his shirt. She had the most inconvenient urge to walk up to him and press her lips to that very spot and—
“Unless, of course, you’ve come to have your wicked way with me instead,” James said, his voice a low drawl. “Either way, do go on.”
Her gaze flew to his, caught on the laughter in his eyes, and she burned with mortification at being caught ogling him for the second time this evening. Focus, you ninny. 
“I’ve come to tell you, once and for all, that I cannot marry you,” she said, her voice less steady than she would have liked. “I know you want to help, and I appreciate the offer, but I—I’m afraid I cannot accept it. I hope you understand.”
Silence descended over the room, the only sound the ticking of the clock on the fireplace mantel. James said nothing, his face impassive, though his eyes were deep and searching, watching her with an intensity that made her heart pound. 
She swallowed, adjusting the shawl around her shoulders, and then with a nod she turned for the door. There, she thought. It is done. Now she could return to her bed and finally, hopefully, get some sleep.
Reaching for the door handle, her fingers grazed the cool brass then stilled as James’s low voice punctured the quiet of the room. 
“Fitzgerald won’t stop,” he said softly. “He hasn’t finished with me yet.”
Sophie turned to face him, confusion marring her brow. “What do you mean?” 
“He intends to interfere with my search for a wife,” he said. “Until I give up. Or until he tires of it.”
“I don’t understand. He—” She shook her head. “He means to prevent you from marrying again?”
“Yes.”
She stared at him, stunned, her mind working to make sense of what he’d told her. Surely he was wrong? Surely Lord Fitzgerald could not hate him that much? She knew he blamed James for what had happened with Lady Cassandra, and could even understand his feelings, but to devote himself so completely to seeing James suffer, to seeing him ruined…
That she could not understand. 
“Did he tell you that?” she asked. “Did he tell you he means to—to trifle with your prospective brides in order to prevent your marriage?”
James raked a hand through his hair, his mouth twisting. “He said he would do whatever was necessary. And I believe he meant it.”
It dawned on her then, the reason for James’s unexpected proposal, his persistence in convincing her to accept it. He had to marry her. She was his only option. If he ignored Lord Fitzgerald’s intentions and continued on with his bride hunt, he would face the viscount’s interference and whatever complications might arise from it. 
But if he gave Fitzgerald what he wanted, if he abandoned his plans to marry again, the decision could threaten the future of the earldom, of his family’s entire lineage. 
It was quite the dilemma. And, apparently, she was to be the solution. 
Well, bugger that.
“Why don’t I try speaking with Lord Fitzgerald?” she asked. “Perhaps if I reason with him…”
James shook his head. “It won’t work.”
“You don’t know that.”
“I know him,” he insisted. “It won’t work.”
“But Lord Fitzgerald likes me—” She broke off at the dubious look James gave her. “Well, he doesn’t loathe me like he loathes you, and he might listen to me where he wouldn’t with you. I can be very persuasive when I want to be.”
“I know you can,” he said, his voice softening. “But unless you’ve discovered a way to bring Cassandra back from the dead, he won’t care to hear anything you have to say.”
Sophie huffed out a sigh. “Well, there must be something we can do, some way to be rid of him that doesn’t require your marrying me.” She pressed her lips together. “Have you considered offering him a large sum of money to leave England?”
His brows rose, as if she’d surprised him. “I offered. He refused.”
“Hm. That is a pity.” She rubbed her chin with her forefinger, her other hand still holding the ends of her shawl together. “Is there, perhaps, a secret scandal we might reveal? Something so ruinous he would have no choice but to leave the country in disgrace, never to return again?”
His lips twitched. “I’m afraid not.”
“Well, a man like that is bound to have a slew of scandals in his past, isn’t he? Perhaps we could hire someone to investigate—”
“It would take too long,” he interrupted. “And there would be no guarantee they would find anything we could use.”
Sophie frowned. “But…shouldn’t we at least try? There must be something we can do to fix this,” she said, hearing the desperation in her own voice. 
Surely there was a better solution than marriage. There had to be. They simply hadn’t thought of it yet. Brow furrowed, she began to pace the room, worrying her bottom lip with her teeth as she scoured her mind for ideas. She needed more time. She needed to—
“Would marrying me really be so terrible?” 
The question froze her in her tracks. She looked up, and found James watching her, his head cocked to one side, the ghost of a smile shading his lips, as if he found her objections amusing. But she caught something else, too: the subtle tension about his shoulders, a flash of feeling in his eyes, there and then gone…
It was hurt, she realized. She’d hurt him. Regret arrowed through her, piercing her chest until she could barely breathe with it. 
“Of course, it wouldn’t,” she said softly. “You are…” Wonderful. Incredible. Everything I never dared hope for. “…a kind, decent man, and any woman would be lucky to have you for a husband.” She gave him a rueful smile. “But we both know you would never have offered for me if Lord Fitzgerald hadn’t forced your hand.” 
He shook his head. “That isn’t true.”
“Yes, it is,” she said, her mouth firming. “And I want to marry a man who offered for me because he wanted to. Not because he hoped to prevent a scandal, and not to assuage his guilt. I want more than that, James.”
He was silent for a moment, regarding her with those steady, deep brown eyes, and then he pushed off the desk and headed for her, his long legs reaching her in three strides.
“I admit, I do feel guilty,” he said, his mouth a grim line. “If I’d warned you about Fitzgerald sooner, I might have prevented your being hurt, and I hate that I failed you in that.” His eyes softened, his lips curling into a wry smile. “But I’m no martyr, Sophie. There are other ways to make amends besides matrimony.”
He reached up and softly brushed his knuckles across her cheek, scattering her thoughts with a single touch. 
“I believe our marriage would solve both our problems,” he said quietly. “But I do want to marry you. I said before that I think we’d be happy together, and I meant it.” His gaze held hers, warm and a little exasperated. “I wish you would believe me.”
She wanted to believe him. She wanted to believe their marriage would be a happy one. But what if it wasn’t? What if it was cold and distant instead? What if he came to regret marrying her? 
What if she fell in love with him?
A shiver whispered up her spine, and her fingers clutched at her shawl, as if the garment could ward off an unhappy future the same as a chill in the air. 
“I wish I had the words to convince you,” James said. “But I’ve never claimed to be a poet. Perhaps you can teach me how it’s done?” His eyes were teasing as he took her free hand in his and pressed a kiss to the stretch of scar on her palm. 
“I wrote one p-poem,” she said, her voice a breathy whisper. “And it was a colossal failure.”
“It was sweet,” he murmured, each word a stroke of his lips against her palm. 
She swallowed. “It was humiliating.”
“Well, I liked it. And I wish you’d write me another.” His lips trailed to her wrist, each kiss stroking her desire, stoking the fire blazing low in her belly. 
“D-don’t be silly,” she said, fighting to keep her wits about her. “I—”
She broke off with a gasp as his tongue stroked beneath her sleeve, tasting her, and then his head came up, his gaze sweeping over her face like a caress. Gently, he cupped her cheek and leaned in, slowly closing the distance between his lips and hers, giving her time to refuse him. Ever the gentleman.
But Sophie wasn’t feeling very ladylike at the moment. She wanted his mouth on hers, his hands on her body. She wanted to be seduced.
Nay. She wanted to do the seducing.
With her heart thundering in her chest, she let go of her shawl and reached both hands out to touch him, laying her palms flat against his hard stomach, thrilling at the noise he made in the back of his throat. Slowly, fingers splayed, she slid her hands up his chest, the heat of him seeping through his shirt, scorching her. 
She wanted to learn the texture of his bare skin. She wanted to see what he looked like without his clothes on. Curling her fingers into the soft linen of his shirt, she tugged, pulling his mouth to hers, and he went willingly, capturing her lips in a kiss so scorching it robbed her of every thought.
His tongue swept in to tangle with hers, and she rose up on tiptoe, sliding her arms around his neck, sending her shawl to the floor in a forgotten heap. She gave him her tongue, and he hummed deep in his throat, as if he approved of her boldness.
His large hands circled her hips, strong and warm, searing her flesh through her chemise. She pressed into him, her unbound breasts rasping deliciously against his hard chest, and she whimpered, frustrated, restless.
At that small sound, James kissed her harder, raking his hands down her back to her bottom and pulling her into his hardness at the exact moment he drew her lower lip into his mouth and sucked. Sophie gasped, her thighs trembling as desire swirled in her belly, and lower, between her thighs where she had gone damp. 
Heavens, what this man made her feel.
“I wish I could persuade you,” he rasped, as he traced the line of her jaw with his lips, lingering to press an open-mouthed kiss at the sensitive spot below her ear, his breath warm on her skin. “Let me persuade you, Sophie.” 
His teeth grazed her earlobe, wringing a moan from deep in her throat. He wasn’t speaking of poetry, she knew. He was seducing her, persuading her to marry him, one kiss, one caress at a time; tempting her with his lips and his hands and the way he made her body come alive. 
But she’d come here tonight to refuse him, hadn’t she? She never should have come, and now it had gone too far. She should march out of this room and return to the safety of her own chamber before this went any further.
And she might have done just that, but then James pressed a kiss to her throat, and she forgot what she was meant to do. When his teeth scraped against her collarbone, she forgot her own name.  
His name came easily enough, slipping free on a whispered plea for more as her fingers bit into his biceps, pleasure pulsing through her body. His hands wrapped around her upper arms, and he hooked his thumbs beneath the wide neckline of her chemise, slowly sliding the thin cotton over her shoulders.
Yes, she begged silently. Please.
She held back the words, afraid he would stop if she said them aloud, but he seemed to sense her frustration, her need. His eyes found hers, flared hotter still as his hands clenched around her arms.
He wanted her, and he wanted her to know it.
His thumbs moved again, spreading her chemise over her shoulders and down her arms, where it caught on her breasts. The material snagged, rasping against her aching nipples, and she bit her lip against the urge to beg him to hurry. 
“Marry me, Sophie,” he whispered. 
Trembling, she looked at him, this dangerous, exasperating man who made her feel so much, whose eyes were gazing at her with such tenderness, such desire…and suddenly all the reasons she’d had for refusing him no longer mattered.
James was a good man. He would provide for her and see that she was safe and well. He cared for her. He desired her. 
And she wanted him, desperately.
Then take him, a voice in her mind urged. Make him yours. 
“Yes, James,” she whispered. “I will marry you.”
A smile touched his lips, soft and satisfied, but his eyes—his eyes were fierce. He gave her chemise a final tug, freeing her breasts, and he lowered his gaze to look at her, the heat flaring in his eyes making her toes curl. 
“God, you’re lovely,” he said, raking his thumbs over her aching nipples, wringing a whimper from her throat.
He bent his head and took her in his mouth, sucking, laving the peak with his tongue, and the pleasure was so intense her knees buckled. He caught her to him, still loving her breasts with his mouth as he lifted her by the hips and sat her on the bed. 
Then he tugged her toward him, stepping between her thighs as his mouth found hers again, his tongue sweeping inside to mate with hers. 
It was different, this kiss. She felt it everywhere, deep in her bones, coating her skin like mist. It felt like—
It felt like being claimed. Like being his. 
Sophie kissed him back, raking her tongue deep, desperate for more of him. He groaned, his hands stroking over her bare back to slide her chemise down to her waist, and she threaded her arms around his neck and arched into him, rubbing her breasts against his chest, frustrated to find his shirt in the way of what she wanted.
It wasn’t enough. She wanted to touch him. She wanted him bared to her. 
She wanted…all of him. Tonight.




Chapter Twenty-Five
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James prided himself on  his self-control, on his scruples as a gentleman, but standing there between Sophie’s warm thighs, her gorgeous breasts bared to him, her lips swollen from his kisses…
He knew his limits, and they were no match for her.
“We should stop,” he said, forcing the words out. 
His already-weak resolve faltered when her eyes opened and met his, heavy-lidded and dazed. “Must we?” 
A laugh huffed from his lips. “Temptress,” he murmured, stroking his thumb over her flushed cheek before claiming her mouth again, kissing her deeply and then pulling away, wringing a sound of protest from Sophie’s throat.
“I don’t want to stop, James,” she said, her voice husky and annoyed.
She tugged him in for another kiss, sweeping her tongue inside his mouth, urging him to reconsider. He gave in with a groan, slanted his head to deepen the contact, his tongue tangling with hers. And then he eased back again, swallowing hard, his heart hammering in his chest.  
“We should wait, Sophie. Until after we’re married.” 
The corners of her mouth dipped. “But I don’t want to wait. I want…” A blush stole over her cheeks. “You make me feel good,” she whispered. “I want more.”
James swallowed again, a groan rising in his chest. Bloody hell. He was trying to do the honorable thing here, but she wasn’t making it easy for him. 
“Do…do you want to wait?” The vulnerability in her voice was nearly his undoing.
In one seamless move, he shoved her chemise up past her knees and hooked her legs around his waist. “What do you think?” he rasped, pressing into her heat, wringing a gasp from her lips. “Do you feel that? My cock is desperate for you. Begging to be inside you. No, Sophie, I don’t want to wait.” 
Her legs tightened around him, holding him to her, and James closed his eyes against the urge to grind into her softness. 
“Then...may we proceed?” she asked, the words breathy.
James smothered a smile. Always so polite, his Sophie. Even half-naked with her legs wrapped around his waist. 
He ought to say no, and send her back to her bedchamber, virginity intact, and wait for their wedding night like the responsible, controlled man that he was. But she didn’t want to go; she wanted to stay. She wanted this—wanted him. 
And she would be his wife soon. She’d said yes, she’d chosen to be his wife. 
His chest warmed and he reached up to caress her cheek. “Yes, sweetheart,” he said gruffly. “We may proceed.”
Her eyes lit up—God, she was sweet—and then fell to his chest, and she lifted her hands as if to touch him. But then she stilled, her palms hovering mere inches from his chest. 
“May I…” Her tongue swept out to nervously wet her lips. “Will you remove your shirt? I want to see you.”
Her hands were trembling, and James marveled that this woman—this clever, intelligent, complicated woman—should want him so much she was shaking with it. In one motion, he swept his shirt over his head and dropped it to the floor in a heap. She sat back, her legs slipping from his hips as her eyes roved over his chest and arms, flaring with desire. 
“You’re so…” 
She trailed off, openly staring at him, and James bit back a grin. He’d never given much thought to his own body, but he liked that it pleased her.
Sophie’s hands came up, gliding over his chest, his stomach, and she made a humming noise in the back of her throat that went straight to his cock. “You’re so muscled,” she murmured. “And hairy. Your skin is smooth, but rough at the same time.” She shook her head. “It isn’t how I thought it would be.”
A smile tugged at his lips. “What were you expecting, exactly?” 
She cocked her head to one side, considering her answer. “I don’t know. I suppose I thought it would feel more like my own.” She shrugged. “May I kiss you here?”
Her thumbs swept over his nipples, and his breath caught in his throat. “You may kiss me anywhere you like,” he said, his voice gravelly. 
She leaned in and pressed her mouth to the center of his chest, lingering there, her lips soft and sweet. 
And then she licked him. 
“Salty,” she murmured. 
His cock throbbed, urging him to ruck her chemise up to her waist and take her, hard and deep. But she was a virgin, and this would be her first time. His own needs would wait.
Her lips brushed against his left nipple then, damaging his good intentions, and his eyes fell closed. “Sophie...” It was a plea for mercy, plain and simple. 
“I’m sorry.” Her head came up, her brows drawn together. “Was that unpleasant for you?”
“No. God, no.” He clasped her chin with his thumb and forefinger. “I like your mouth on me, but...” 
But he was only a man, for God’s sake. There was only so much he could take. 
He leaned in and captured her mouth with his, dipping his tongue inside, and immediately her arms wrapped around his neck, her fingers threading into his hair. He rubbed his cock against the heat of her core—deliberately, slowly—back and forth, until she was squirming against him. 
Then he pulled back to watch her face as he slipped his hands beneath the hem of her chemise and slowly trailed his palms up the gloriously soft skin of her naked thighs. 
Her eyes slid shut, and she held herself statue-still, anticipating his intentions.
James smiled. She wouldn’t expect this.
He leaned down and sucked her nipple into his mouth at the precise moment his thumb stroked between her slick heat. Her head fell back on a moan, so he stroked her again, firmer this time, and she was so plump and wet he nearly spilled in his damned trousers like an untried youth. 
Sophie first, he reminded himself. 
He turned to her other breast to pay it its due and her hands went to his head, holding him to her, as she arched her hips into his hand. Slowly, he dipped a finger into her tight passage, and her soft gasp mingled with his own muttered curse. He added another finger, stretching her further, making her whimper.  
“James. Please.” Her hands clutched at his shoulders. “I want…I want...”
“I know,” he whispered. “I’ve got you.” 
Gently, he pumped his fingers in and out, increasing his pace, his hand slick with her juices. Her thrusts grew more frenzied as she chased her release, her head thrown back, her lips parted. 
“That’s it, sweetheart,” he murmured. “Come for me. You’re so warm against my hand, so wet. I can’t wait to taste you, and love you with my tongue—”
She stiffened with a gasp, and cried out as tremors wracked her body, her quim pulsing around his fingers. James pressed a lingering kiss to her temple and gently withdrew his hand. 
Her eyes fluttered open, dazed and wondrous. “I didn’t know,” she whispered. “I had no idea. Is that…is there more?”  
He chuckled, even as his cock leaped at her eagerness. “Yes. There’s more.”
Her tongue darted out to moisten her lips. “Will you show me?”
“Happily.”
She watched with curious eyes—desirous eyes—as his hands went to the waistband of his breeches. He wrenched them down, along with his drawers, and tossed them aside before rising again.
Her eyes widened. “I…you…” 
He could practically hear her working out the logistics in her mind. 
“Sophie, look at me.”
She did, and he noted the surprise lingering in her eyes, and the skepticism—but, thankfully, there was no fear. She trusted him, and he meant to keep it that way.
Taking both her hands in his, he lifted them to his mouth, brushing his lips across her knuckles. “I want to make love to you,” he said. “Badly. But if you don’t want to, if you’ve changed your mind—”
He broke off when she slipped her hands free to wrap them around his forearms. “I haven’t changed my mind,” she said. “I want to make love to you, too. Tonight, if you’re amenable.” 
She gave his arms a tug toward the bed, a silent demand that he join her, and he grinned at her impatience. “I’m amenable.”
Making quick work of her chemise, he tossed it to the floor where his breeches lay, pausing to admire her luscious curves, soft and delectable, bathed in candlelight. 
But then Sophie was tugging on his arms again, and in the next instant, he was on the bed, half on top of her, their limbs tangled up together. A groan escaped him. Lush, womanly limbs and soft, silky skin, everywhere. 
“Are you all right?” Concern edged her voice. 
“Fine,” he growled, almost certain it was true.
Focus, he ordered silently. Rolling onto his side, he kissed her, taking her mouth deeply while his free hand began to roam, over her belly, her breasts, her hips, every satiny square inch he could reach.  
“James,” she gasped against his mouth, arching into his touch, her hands skimming down his chest, over his belly, lower...until her fingertips brushed against his straining cock. 
His breath caught in his throat.
“You liked that,” she said, her gaze trained on his face, watching him closely. 
He answered with a grunt.  
A small smile curved her lips, curious and a little bit wicked, as she wrapped her fingers around his shaft, wringing another groan from his throat. Groans and grunts, they were all he seemed able to manage when Sophie touched him. And if he let her go on like this, he’d wind up embarrassing himself all over the counterpane. 
“Wait,” he bit out, bringing her hand to his chest. “I can’t... I won’t last if you keep that up.”
He leaned down and kissed her again, stroking his hands over her body, palming her breasts, teasing her nipples, until she was panting and writhing against him. Then, with deep concentration, he hooked her leg around his hip and slowly guided his shaft into her slick, hot passage. 
Then he stilled. Swallowed hard. God, she was tight, like a warm fist squeezing his cock. 
Virgin. Over and over, he repeated the word in his mind. Virgin. Go slow. Slow and easy.  
“James? Are you all right?” she asked again, peering up at him with searching eyes.
“Perfectly,” he said gruffly, brushing a curl from her cheek. “Are you?”
She nodded. “It feels a bit strange, but...not unpleasant.” She wiggled, taking him in deeper, and he gritted his teeth. “It’s just...perhaps, if you...” 
“Like this?” He gave her more of him, sliding in deep, until he reached her maidenhead.  
“Yes,” she gasped, clutching at his forearms. “Like that, but more...” 
He surged forward, past her virginity, and she froze with a gasp, this one pained. 
“Ouch,” she said, sucking in a breath of air.
“Sorry,” he forced out, sweat beading his brow. “Stop?”
“Yes. No.” She swallowed. “No, keep going. It...it isn’t so bad now.”
Her smile was brave, but he could see the discomfort in her eyes, and he kissed her forehead as a surge of tenderness swept over him, protective and possessive. By God, he would make this good for her. Even if it killed him.
Gently, he eased back an inch then slid forward again, every stroke slow and measured. Sublime torture. Exquisite agony. He longed to thrust hard and deep, as deep as he could go, to lose himself in her body, but he held fast, focusing on her face. Her flushed cheeks, the determined set to her mouth, the concentration furrowing her brow.
“Sophie?” His voice was hoarse, strained. 
Her gaze rose to his—the pain was gone from her eyes, thank Christ—and he felt her body begin to relax beneath his. He continued his unhurried pace, slowly withdrawing then easing forward again, until her lips had softened, and her eyes grew hazy with desire.
Gripping her bottom, he squeezed, and her hips flexed into him, meeting his thrusts as her arms wrapped around his torso. She arched into him, her leg tightening around his hip, urging him closer.
With a growl, he hooked his hand beneath her knee and thrust hard, the pleasure so intense he saw black. Sophie cried out, a ragged, pleasure-soaked moan from the back of her throat that drove every rational thought from his mind. 
He dropped his head to her throat to lick the sweat from her skin as he thrust into her wet heat with single-minded, ferocious intent. 
Make her yours. Make her come.
Her nails raked over his back, and she was gasping now, reaching for climax, her eyes half-lidded with pleasure and need. 
“James...”
She whispered his name, her voice raw, pleading. He reached between their bodies and rasped his thumb against the core of her pleasure, and then she stiffened, her body clenching around him, a shuddering cry ripping from her throat. 
He thrust into her once more, and again, hard and fast, grunting her name until finally, with a strangled shout, he let himself go, emptying his seed inside her. 
Panting, he collapsed on the bed beside her and tugged her into him, their sweaty limbs tangling together. Her eyes met his, shy and sated and wondrous, and he was struck again by their beauty. By her beauty. 
He caressed her cheek with the tips of his fingers, his chest warming as he gazed down at her face. She was his now. His Sophie. 
His, always.




Chapter Twenty-Six
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Sophie woke the next  morning with an empty belly, her toes frozen, her hair a tangled mass, but she didn’t care. She was too happy.
She’d made love last night for the first time. 
With James. Her betrothed.
She rolled onto her back with a sigh and her eyes drifted closed. She could still feel his hands on her body, taste his kisses on her lips, and hear all the delicious, scandalous words of encouragement he’d whispered to her while their bodies were joined…
Warmth washed over her as she thought of what happened afterward, how he’d pulled her into his chest and held her in his arms, how they’d laid like that for a long while, until it was time for her to return to her own bed. Then he’d helped her dress and walked her to her door and—after pressing her against said door and kissing her senseless—he’d bid her a husky good night.
She would cherish every exquisite moment for the rest of her days.
“Sophie, dear, why are you still abed?” Aunt Augusta demanded as she sailed into the room, her cane thumping on the floor. “We’ve all had breakfast already, and—” She broke off the moment her gaze fell on Sophie’s face. “Your cheeks are flushed. Are you feeling poorly?”
“I…no. Only a little tired. I…didn’t get much sleep last night.” Her face flamed anew, as she tried to wrangle her wayward thoughts, all of them naughty and extremely ill-timed.
“It has been a trying week, hasn’t it?” Aunt Augusta sat on the bed beside her and felt her forehead for fever. “I still cannot believe that man’s behavior. What an odious, wretched, despicable—” 
She broke off with a heavy sigh and patted Sophie’s hand. “But never mind that. You really do look done in, my dear. Perhaps you had better skip today’s outing. I’m certain whatever it is you wanted to purchase, Olivia can find for you.”
Sophie hesitated, tempted but uncertain. She wasn’t ill. In fact, she felt marvelous, if a bit sore and sleep-deprived, and she really ought to confess as much, but—
“Maybe you’re right,” she said instead, her smile wan but valiant. “Maybe I ought to stay behind, just in case.”
“It’s settled, then,” her aunt said, rising to her feet. “You shall stay here and rest, and hopefully by the time we return, you’ll feel well enough to attend tonight’s festivities.”
“Yes, Aunt Augusta.”
Sophie watched as her aunt left the room in a flurry of aubergine skirts, letting out a soft sigh of relief the moment the door closed shut. A twinge of guilt struck her, but she promptly shoved it away. 
She hadn’t been dishonest, exactly. She was tired, and a bit overwhelmed after everything that had happened last night, so a day’s rest would probably be good for her. She loved her family dearly, but they could be rather exhausting in large doses, even when she was well-rested and collected, which she definitely was not.
It was all a bit much, what had happened last night. Her thoughts were too scattered, her feelings too raw and new, for her to spend the day shopping and making idle chit-chat with her family, pretending all was as it had been yesterday morning, before she’d become betrothed. 
Before she’d engaged in marital congress. 
Pre-marital congress, she corrected. The thought ought to fill her with shame—after all, a young lady’s virginity was prized above all else—but she felt only pride and pleasure. She wouldn’t trade making love with James for anything.
Idly, she wondered if he was still in the house somewhere, or if he’d already left. He was an earl, after all, and earls, undoubtedly, had important matters of business to attend to on a daily basis. 
He’d probably left hours ago, and it was probably for the best that he had. She wouldn’t see him until tonight, and this would give her time to get better used to their betrothal, so she could greet him with calm composure, instead of the blushing, beaming grin she feared would emerge if she saw him now.
Yes, definitely for the best. Solitude was what she needed today, she decided, as she rang for a bath. 
An hour later, her hair still damp, Sophie sat curled up on the sofa in the gray salon with a book in her lap, a pot of lukewarm tea and a nearly empty plate of tartlets on the table beside her. 
She’d had every intention of spending the afternoon reading the new adventure story she’d purchased last week, but she’d been at it for the past twenty minutes and hadn’t managed to read past the first page, her mind too filled with her own life to focus on a fictional one. 
 They were to be married as quickly as possible, she and James. Once she arrived home, she would tell her family of the betrothal and send word to her uncle, requesting his permission to marry James, which he would undoubtedly grant. Then, after the marriage contract was finalized and a special license obtained, they would exchange their vows in a private ceremony with only their closest friends and family in attendance.
How odd it was to think of herself as a wife. James’s wife, no less. It was almost too strange to believe. 
Her head fell back against the sofa cushion and she let out a little sigh. She hoped she would make him a good wife. She hoped they would be happy together. 
They would, wouldn’t they? 
Of course, we will, she told herself. After all, James was a wonderful man, and he would undoubtedly make a wonderful husband. Everything would be just fine and—
“You’re looking rather pensive today, Miss Everett.”
Sophie’s head came up and she found her future husband standing in the doorway, watching her with his warm, brown eyes.
“James,” she said, trying to ignore the way her belly fluttered at the sight of him. “I thought everyone had left.” 
He pulled the door shut behind him. “Everyone but me.” 
Heart pounding, she watched as he crossed the room on silent feet, his long, masculine strides swiftly closing the distance between them. 
“I thought you had plans to go shopping with the others today,” he said, sitting down beside her on the sofa. “Are you feeling unwell?” His eyes roved over her face, touching on her lips before flicking to her hair.
“Only a little tired,” she said, fingering a still-damp lock curling at her shoulder as a blush rose in her cheeks. 
James’s eyes flared with heat, as if he too was thinking of their lovemaking, but he made no move to touch her. Crossing one leg over the other, he asked, “Have you told your aunt yet?”
She shook her head. “No. Not yet.”
He nodded, his gaze falling to his lap, and they sat there in silence for a long moment. So long, in fact, that doubt began to creep over her, until finally, she said, “Do you—have you changed your mind? About marrying me?”
His head came up and he looked at her, his brow furrowed. “Why should I change my mind?”
She shrugged. “I don’t know. I suppose I thought you…oh, never mind.” She blew out a breath, feeling terribly foolish, and completely out of her element. Two feelings she positively could not abide.
“I haven’t changed my mind,” James said. “Winning your hand was no easy feat, you know. You made me work far too hard for it to give it up as easily as that.” A teasing smile curved his lips. 
Sophie rolled her eyes. “That wasn’t what I was doing, and you know it.”
But he only grinned.
“Did you tell the marchioness?” she asked him. “Or Griffin?”
He shook his head. “I wanted to speak with you first. Would you like to tell them all at once, together, or would you prefer to tell your aunt on your own?”
The thought of sharing such news with her aunt and Olivia was already nerve-wracking, though she wasn’t entirely sure why. Perhaps it was the inevitable shock, the litany of questions that was sure to follow. The thought of answering those questions with James there, listening, watching her—no, it would be too much. 
“I think I would prefer to tell Aunt Augusta on my own,” she said. “If that’s agreeable with you.”
“Of course. Whatever you wish.” He was silent for a moment, staring at his boot, and then: “What will you tell her?”
Sophie shook her head. “I haven’t quite worked that out yet. If I tell her the truth, even just some of it, I know she’ll worry, and I don’t want that. But neither do I want to lie and tell her it’s a love match. I doubt she would believe it, but, even so—”
“Why wouldn’t she believe it?” he asked, tilting his head to one side. “We’ve spent a considerable amount of time together these last few weeks. Perhaps while you were helping me find a bride, I realized I wanted to marry you instead.” He grinned. “I think it sounds rather romantic.”
He was right, it did sound romantic. If only it were true.
Shoving the useless thought from her mind, she sighed. “No one will believe that story. Not when all we’ve done is talk.”
Her arched a brow. “We’ve done more than talk.”
“You know what I mean,” she said, blushing. “You haven’t courted me. You haven’t paid a call on me or taken me out for a ride in your curricle or—” She huffed out a breath. “We haven’t even danced together, for pity’s sake, and I…”
She trailed off, unable to bring herself to admit aloud what she knew in her heart was true: she wished he could court her. She wanted all of her waltzes claimed, she wanted picnics in Hyde Park, and trips to Gunter’s for a lemon ice. And she wanted it all to be real. Not for appearance’s sake, but for her sake. For her pride and for her own pleasure. 
“I wish I could court you properly,” he said softly. “You deserve better than a hasty marriage. But I’ll make it up to you once we’re married. I promise.”
Mollified somewhat by the warm sincerity in his eyes, Sophie leaned back against the sofa and tucked her legs up, wrapping her arms around her knees.
“No stockings today?” James tsked, his gaze on her bare toes.
She’d forgotten she was barefoot. “I dislike shoes and stockings,” she said with a shrug. “I always have.”
He reached out and gently grasped her ankles, drawing her feet into his lap, and she watched, riveted, as his large hands curled around her toes, warming them. Lord, that feels heavenly. She hadn’t realized just how chilled her feet had become. 
“I remember you as a little girl,” he said, a smile curving his lips. “Everywhere you went, you were always barefoot.”
Sophie nodded. “My aunt tried to break me of the habit, but I was a stubborn child, and eventually she gave up. She did make me wash my feet every night before bed, which I loathed, but”—she shrugged one shoulder—“it was worth it.”
“You were a bit of a hellion back then, weren’t you?” 
She was sure she meant to defend herself, but his wonderful hands were making it impossible to think. Letting her head fall back against the arm of the sofa, she studied him instead. 
He was so handsome, so sweet, as he sat there warming her feet with gentle hands. And he was to be her husband. She marveled at this, at how it had come to be. 
Was this what their marriage would be like? Shared conversations on the sofa in a private drawing room like this one? Moments of companionable silence as he rubbed her feet? Heavens, she hoped so. She hoped he would be an affectionate husband, that he would come to care for her as much as she cared for him. 
Well, maybe not as much, but perhaps, at least, a great deal? She was certain she could be satisfied with that. She had no illusions he would ever fall in love with her—he wouldn’t have offered to marry her if he thought he could love her—but if he could care for her even half as much as she cared for him, if he could feel some affection for her, perhaps they could make each other happy, after all.
She sighed, forcing the shiver of unease away. She could hope for all this, but she mustn’t allow herself to expect it. James liked her—desired her, even—and she believed him now when he said he wanted to marry her. But she mustn’t forget the real reason he’d offered for her. 
“Do you think Lord Fitzgerald will try to make trouble for you?” she asked. “Even after we’re married?” 
“I think he might.” His head came up and his eyes met hers, hard steel. “But no harm will come to you. I will keep you safe.”
The fierce promise in his words, the intensity in his gaze, sent a warm shiver up her spine. She knew he meant it. He would protect her.
But what of himself? Lord Fitzgerald did not strike her as the sort of man who would resort to violence, but then, a few days ago, she hadn’t thought him capable of using her as a pawn in his plan for revenge. Would he concede defeat after she and James were married? Or would he change course and try something else; something different and, perhaps, more dangerous? 
“But what of your own safety?” she asked, worry edging her voice. “What if he tries to harm you? What if—”
The rest of her words fell away when he bent his head and brushed a soft, lingering kiss to the arch of her foot. 
“I don’t want to talk about Fitzgerald anymore,” he said quietly. His gaze met hers, warm and wicked, and her pulse quickened when he leaned forward, reaching his hand out and…
Her mouth fell open as he snatched up the last of her lemon tartlets and popped it in his mouth.
“I was saving that!” she cried.
Swallowing the bite, he arched a brow. “Sharing is vital to a happy marriage.”
“Sharing is a voluntary act,” she shot back. “That was thieving.”
But he merely grinned, totally unrepentant.
“Lemon is my favorite, you know,” she grumbled, folding her arms over her chest and frowning at him. “And that was the last of the batch.”
James licked the remnants of his pilfered treat from his fingers and slid her a glance. “I feel dreadful about it,” he said in an obvious lie. “You must allow me to repay you.”
Her gaze riveted on his mouth as he sucked on the tip of his forefinger. Perhaps losing the last lemon tartlet wasn’t such a grave misfortune, after all.
“Will you accept a kiss as compensation for your trouble?” he asked, his voice like silk.
Yes. She absolutely would. But, not wanting to appear too eager, she wrinkled her nose and said, “One kiss? For the last lemon tartlet? I think not.” 
His lips twitched. “Two kisses, then.”
Sophie shook her head, huffing out a little sigh. “I think you underestimate just how much I adore lemon tarts.”
A smile curved his generous lips. “And you underestimate what I can do with two kisses.”
Her belly fluttered at the heat in his eyes. Lord, but she adored flirting with this man, and she wanted to kiss him again. Very, very much.
“Well…” She gave her chin a thoughtful stroke. “Perhaps a small sampling would help me to decide?”
His gaze flicked to her mouth. “Yes, perhaps it would.”
She’d issued an obvious invitation to kiss her, but he only sat there, watching her, the challenge in his eyes unmistakable, daring her to collect her sampling.
Heart racing, she drew her feet from his lap and rose to her knees beside him. She was slightly taller than him in this position, and the discovery excited her somehow, pushing her to be brazen. Edging closer, she braced a hand on the sofa behind his head as James tipped his chin up, spearing her with those hot, dark eyes, though he made no move to touch her. 
Sophie leaned down and brushed her mouth over his, brief and whisper-soft, before pulling away. She ran the tip of her tongue over her lips, savoring the taste of him: lemons and sugar and mint. A delicious combination.
“Perhaps one more,” she said huskily, claiming his mouth again, lingering this time.
James nipped her bottom lip with his teeth, and growled, “As many as you need, love.”
Stroking her hand over his cheek, she shivered at the rasp of bristles against her palm as she deepened the kiss, giving him her tongue. A groan rumbled deep in his throat, and then his hands were gripping her hips, pulling her onto his lap, shoving her skirts out of the way so she could straddle him.
She could feel his hard length pressing into her mound, his mouth hot on hers, his hands squeezing her hips. With a moan, she wrapped her arms around his neck, arching into him, desperate to get closer. Desperate to never let go.   
Somewhere in the back of her mind she registered the thought, knew it should terrify her, but desire was licking a path through her insides, and she shoved the worries aside. Later, she told herself. You can think later.
She pulled back to trail kisses along James’s jaw, down his throat, nipping his skin with her teeth, drawing a hissing breath from his lips. The aching flesh between her thighs rubbed against his hardness, and she swallowed, battling the urge to grind against him. 
Surely, gently-bred young ladies did not grind. No matter how much they wanted to.
Tugging her lips to his, James kissed her so thoroughly she barely noticed when he guided her down to the sofa until she was lying on her back. He broke the kiss and tugged her bodice down to free her breasts, his eyes blazing as he gazed at her. 
“God, you’re gorgeous,” he said, his voice rough. Cupping her in his hands, he grazed his thumbs over her nipples, and she clutched at him, whimpering his name.  
It was too much, the way he made her feel, the way he made her body burn, and yearn for his touch.
Bending his head, he pressed kisses along the slopes of her breasts, and then he sucked one aching tip into his mouth, stroking her with his tongue before pulling back.
“Sweet,” he murmured, his eyes flicking to hers. “Even better than lemon tarts.” 
“Impossible,” she gasped, as he bent down again to nip her with his teeth.  
He grinned, and then he was on the move again, working his way down her body, sliding her skirts up to her waist. His hands went to her knees, nudging them wide, as his shoulders edged between her legs. 
And then he was on his belly, curving his arms around her thighs, bringing his face near to her—to her— 
“What are you doing?” she demanded, cheeks blazing.
“Settling my debts, of course.” His lips grazed her inner thigh. “I believe I owe you one more kiss.”
But, surely, he didn’t mean to put his mouth there. Surely, such behavior was improper. Surely…
The thought vanished as James pressed another hot kiss to her thigh, farther up this time, and she lost the ability to form any thought at all when his mouth continued its slow, teasing trek upwards, closer and closer to the throbbing heart of her. 
She held her breath as his tongue stroked over her sex, wringing a panting groan from her throat, and then he did it again, harder, spreading her wide, licking deep.  
“Oh, my…God...James...” She gasped and raked her fingers into his hair, holding him close, her thighs trembling. 
More. 
Please. 
“Always so polite,” he murmured. “Even when you’re desperate.”  
Vaguely, she registered the amusement in his voice, and realized she must have said the words out loud, but she was too interested in what his mouth was doing to even think about feeling embarrassed. 
His tongue raked over the throbbing bead at her core, as he slid a finger inside her, adding another, pumping deep as his mouth continued its delicious torment. She was shaking everywhere now, and her hands were gripping his hair, pressing him to her, shamelessly demanding more. 
He gave it to her, dragging his tongue over her aching flesh in deliciously firm licks that had her writhing against his mouth, chasing ecstasy, so close she could almost taste it...
And then he drew her in deep and suckled hard, and she stiffened, crying out as wave upon wave of pleasure rippled through her body. 
She fell against the sofa with a groan, boneless, her breath coming in quick pants. “Oh, my,” she breathed, once she’d found her voice again. “That was...” Sublime. Remarkable. Glorious.
“Good?” James asked, tugging her skirts into place, the satisfied smile curving his lips suggesting he already knew the answer.
“Better than good,” she said lazily, her eyes half-closed. 
“Better than lemon tarts?” 
She smiled. “Not quite, but there is always room for improvement.”
Chuckling, he sat up and draped an arm along the back of the sofa, raking his free hand through his hair. 
Sophie propped up on her elbows to see him better, and said, “What are you doing? Don’t you want to...” She trailed off, too shy to say the words aloud.
“Don’t I want to what?” he teased, a devilish twinkle in his eyes.
“You know.” Her gaze dipped to the unmistakable bulge at the front of his trousers, and an answering heat pooled low in her belly.
“My own needs will wait,” he said roughly. “Last night was your first time, and I don’t want to hurt you.”
It had been her first time, yes, and she’d awoken this morning feeling a bit sore. But she wasn’t sore now. 
Now, she was hot. Damp. Aching. 
“You won’t hurt me,” she whispered. “I want to do it again. I want...” You. I want you.
He was quiet for a moment, and she sensed his hesitation, even as his eyes blazed with want. “Come here, Sophie,” he ordered, the words soft, silken.
She took his outstretched hand, a thrill going through her as he tugged her onto his lap. She straddled him, her thighs grasping his hips, his hard length beneath her, pressing into her slick heat, the rasp of cotton wringing a low moan from her throat. 
James urged her closer and brushed his lips over hers in a slow, teasing stroke designed to set her every nerve ending ablaze. He deepened the kiss, sweeping his tongue inside her mouth as his hands roamed over her body, gripping her hips, her bottom, stroking over her thighs. 
With trembling fingers, she pulled his shirt free from the waistband of his trousers and went to work on the buttons of his fall, fumbling in her haste to undo them.
“Sophie...Jesus—” His breath hitched as the last button came free.
Her head came up, her gaze fastening on his face as she curled her fingers around warm, silken steel, and she watched, mesmerized, as his eyelids fell to half-mast, his lips parting on a silent, stilted gasp. 
Slowly, she stroked down his length, learning the feel of him, squeezing a little as she stroked her way up again and brushed her thumb along the tip. 
“Enough of that,” James growled, pulling her hands away. He gripped her hips with firm fingers and when his eyes met hers, they were fierce with need. “I want you, too,” he said, and then he stroked into her, thrusting deep, filling her up.
Sophie choked out a stuttering gasp and he stilled, his hands clenching around her hips. “Am I—hurting you?” 
She shook her head. “N-no…it’s just...intense.”
She began to move then, bracing her hands on his shoulders, bearing down, taking him deeper. His fingers dug into her hips as he guided her movements, his own thrusts matching hers, but it wasn’t enough.
“James...” Her head fell forward with a panting moan. “It isn’t...I can’t...”
Their bodies still joined, he rolled her onto her back and came down with her, resting his elbows at either side of her head. Her legs wrapped around his hips like a vice, and she held him to her as he stroked inside her body, fierce and deep, all the way to the hilt.
“Better?” he rasped, his brow furrowed, his eyes roaming over her face.
“Better,” she whispered. “Don’t stop.”
She rose up, brushing her lips against his, and he claimed her mouth in a searing, thorough kiss that made her body clench. And then he was stroking deep, increasing his pace, and she met him thrust for thrust, wild for him, need licking at her insides until—
Her back arched and she cried out, throat raw as tremors wracked her body, one after the other, the pleasure so intense she could scarcely breathe with it.
James threw back his head and, with one final thrust, he followed after her, growling her name as he found his release.




Chapter Twenty-Seven
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Sophie tucked her head  against James’s shoulder and stretched her legs out on the sofa as she snuggled into his warm, half-naked body, feeling heady and sated. And hopeful. 
Resting her hand on his chest, she closed her eyes and savored the thrumming of his heart, strong and steady against her palm, as if it belonged there. As if it belonged to her.
She wanted it to, desperately. She wanted him to belong to her, wholly and completely, and that terrified her. Their marriage would be one of convenience, a union based on mutual necessity, and she knew she had no right to expect more than he was able to give. 
And yet, she couldn’t help herself. She did want more. She wanted days like this, days filled with conversation and lemon tarts and making love on the sofa in his reputedly magnificent library at Falconridge. She wanted a future filled with laughter and children.
She wanted his love. 
“What are you thinking about?” 
His words startled her, and she flushed with guilty embarrassment, as if he’d caught her thinking naughty thoughts, which, in a way, she supposed he had. But he didn’t know that. He couldn’t hear her thoughts. 
Hence, the reason for his question, you ninny. 
“I was thinking about…your library.” 
Laughter rumbled through his chest, through her, making her toes curl.  
“I suppose I asked for that,” he said, still chuckling. “I did use the library as an inducement to marry me.”
She smiled and began tracing lazy circles across his chest with the tips of her fingers. “What is Falconridge like?” she asked. “Aside from the enormous library, I mean.”
He drew in a deep breath before answering. “The house itself is an old, drafty pile of stones,” he said, “but the grounds are lovely. Flower gardens, green hills. A large lake.”
Propping up on an elbow to see him better, she asked, “Does your mother reside at Falconridge? You never speak of her, and I—”
His shoulders stiffened, and she fell silent, perplexed by the unexpected reaction. 
“My mother lives in Bath with her sister.” The words were clipped, his voice oddly flat, as he continued staring up at the ceiling, as if avoiding her gaze.
“I…see,” she said, unsure of herself, her eyes roving over his face. “And…do you visit her often?” 
“Never.”
“Never?” She frowned. The journey from London to Bath was hardly an arduous one. “Why?”
“Because she doesn’t wish to see me.” He said this casually, as if it was perfectly normal for a mother not to want to see her own child.
“That can’t possibly be true,” she said. “You’re her son.”
The corners of his mouth hitched up. “I’m afraid I resemble my father too much for her liking. She doesn’t like to be reminded of him.”
Sophie blinked, stunned. Surely, he was mistaken. Surely, his mother wouldn’t punish him for something that was out of his control. The notion was too absurd—too cruel—to be believed. And yet, James believed it, was hurt by it, though he pretended not to be. Her heart ached for him.
“Was your father unkind to your mother?” she asked. “Is that why she disliked him so?”
“I never saw him mistreat her,” he said quietly. “Not physically, at any rate. But my father was a cold man. He viewed marriage as a nuisance, one he tolerated only for the purpose of securing an heir. I can only assume they tried for a spare, but…” He shrugged. “And then my mother left Falconridge and never came back.”
Her heart squeezed. “How old were you when she left?”
“Seven.”
“Oh, James…” She swallowed against the knot in her throat. “I’m so sorry.”
His mouth twisted. “It was a long time ago.” He sat up and shifted to the center of the sofa, stretching his legs out in front of him.
Sophie joined him, tucking her legs up under her skirts and resting her head on the cushion, her thoughts troubled. James would have her believe he didn’t care about his mother, that her rejection was nothing more than a minor nuisance, but she knew better than to believe it.
For pity’s sake, his mother had abandoned him. She didn’t want to know him. Of course, he was hurt by this; anyone would be. It was no wonder he spent so little time at Falconridge. The years he’d spent there could not have been very happy.
Would he spend more time there once they were married? Would they live at Falconridge together or would he dump her there and visit from London a few times a year? And what of their children?
Her chest tightened. She’d never allowed herself to give much thought to children before, but she knew she wanted to be a good mother, wanted to do everything in her power to see her children happy.
Did James foster the same feelings? Did he intend to be a good father, warm and kind and devoted, like her own had been? Or would he leave the raising of their children to her and the governess instead? 
The questions burned at the back of her throat, but she wasn’t brave enough to ask them. Perhaps a part of her was afraid of the answer she would receive.
“You’ve gone awfully quiet,” James murmured. “Not thinking about your new library again, are you?”
“Of course,” she quipped, shoving her worries aside. “What else would I be thinking of?”
He gave a low chuckle. “I can see you’re going to be bad for my ego.”
She scoffed. “Nonsense. You are adored by all, and you know it.”
Amused brown eyes met hers. “Am I?”
“Even Aunt Augusta adores you, and she is notoriously difficult to impress. She once told me if she were a younger woman, she would set her cap at you.”
His smile deepened. “Your aunt pays me a great compliment,” he said quietly. “But I’m more interested in hearing her niece’s opinion of me.”
Sophie’s brows rose. “Fishing for compliments, my lord?”
“Shamelessly.” 
Her gaze fell to her lap, and she smoothed her skirts with her palms, avoiding his eyes. “I—I should think my opinion was obvious,” she said mildly. “Especially after…” She looked at him, her cheeks heating as she flicked a hand toward the sofa.
His eyes crinkled, but he made no reply, letting his head fall back against the sofa as a dense silence settled between them. 
Perplexed, Sophie swept her gaze over his profile, searching. He seemed…disappointed, as if her answer was not what he’d hoped it would be. But surely she was mistaken? He was the Earl of Dearborn, after all, an intelligent, powerful man, self-assured and confident. He was—
He was James.
And, for some unfathomable reason, he wanted to hear what she thought of him. 
Clearing her throat, she worked furiously to find the right words to say, words that would please but not reveal too much. “Well,” she said slowly, “I think you’re very handsome, of course.” She gave him an abashed smile. “The most handsome man I’ve ever seen, if I’m being honest. It’s disconcerting how often I lose my train of thought around you.”
His gaze slid to hers, amusement playing at the corners of his lips.
“But you’re clever, too,” she went on. “And kind. Loyal. Honorable. And I like talking to you. I like that you make me laugh.” 
His eyes warmed, as if her words had pleased him. “I like you, too,” he said, his voice like gravel.
Her heart gave a dangerously hopeful leap, and she swallowed, striving for a playful tone, as she asked, “Enough to kiss me again?”
It was as much a blatant attempt at lightening the moment as it was a shameless bid for more kisses, but the heat blazing in James’s eyes made her think perhaps he liked her a little bit shameless.
Grabbing a fistful of his shirt, she fell back against the sofa, pulling him down with her.
“Really, Miss Everett,” he said, his eyes glittering. “Haven’t you had enough today?”
“No,” she whispered. “But I’ll let you know when I have.”
Then she tugged his mouth to hers. 




Chapter Twenty-Eight
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The following evening, Sophie  sank onto an empty chair at the rear of Lord and Lady Pendleton’s ballroom and nudged her slippers off with her toes, careful to keep her feet hidden beneath her skirts. 
“Lord, that feels heavenly,” she said, the parquet floor blissfully cool against her aching feet. “These slippers pinch.” 
“I warned you they would,” Emmy said from the seat beside her. “But you let your cousin talk you into buying them, anyway.”
Olivia sniffed from Sophie’s other side. “They’re pretty. Some things are worth a little discomfort.”
“Well, if you like them, you may have them,” Sophie said. “I shan’t be wearing them again.” 
The shoes were pretty: cobalt blue satin the same shade as the ribbon trim at the bodice and sleeves of her ivory gown. She adored the way they looked, but no pair of slippers was worth blistering over. 
“Heavens, it is a crush tonight,” Olivia said, fanning herself. “One can barely move an inch without bumping into a person.”
The ballroom was crowded to the point of overflowing and the result was a room full of well-dressed, but uncomfortably warm ladies and gentlemen.
“Did you see that Lord Fitzgerald is here?” Emmy asked in a low voice. 
Sophie nodded. “I’ve been keeping an eye on him since he arrived.”
“Do you think he will try to speak to you?” Olivia’s brows drew together with worry.
“I don’t honestly know,” she said. “I hope not. I am going to do my best to pretend he isn’t here, and I hope he will grant me the same courtesy.”
She hadn’t seen the viscount since their encounter in the Hanovers’ conservatory, and she had no idea what to expect from him. So far, all he’d done was move about the room, flitting from one conversation to the next, spreading his charm like a disease. 
“It’s a pity he’s such a scoundrel,” Olivia said. “He really is a handsome man.”
Emmy blew out a regretful sigh as Sophie nodded her agreement. As much as she hated to admit it, Lord Fitzgerald was handsome. His bright blue eyes and rakish grin were powerful weapons, indeed—weapons he was using to great effect even now as he spoke with Lady Ostley and her young daughter, Evelyn, at the other end of the ballroom. 
Sophie watched as he flashed them his signature boyish smile, and her lip curled up in distaste. That smile she’d once found charming now seemed forced and deceitful. How had she allowed herself to be so easily won over by him? How had she not seen what he was?
Emmy’s chuckle broke into her thoughts. “Look at your aunt,” she said. “I’ve never seen her in such high spirits.” 
Sophie followed the line of her gaze and found Aunt Augusta standing with Lady Keswick, their heads bent together as they chatted and laughed like a pair of mischievous schoolgirls. 
“She’s been like that all day,” Olivia said, shaking her head. “Ever since Sophie’s announcement at breakfast.”
Emmy’s lips pulled into a grin. “Took the news well, did she?” 
Blushing, Sophie shifted in her seat. “She…seemed pleased, yes.” 
Olivia snorted. “Pleased? I was worried she would climb up onto the dining table and dance a jig.”
Emmy laughed, and Sophie couldn’t help but chuckle at the mental image. When she made her announcement this morning, Olivia had been predictably shocked, but Aunt Augusta hadn’t seemed surprised in the slightest. In fact, she’d seemed almost smug. Ecstatic, of course, but smug, as well. 
They’d peppered her with questions all through breakfast, and she’d done her best to answer each one honestly, but also briefly. She couldn’t quite bring herself to suggest James’s proposal had been inspired by romantic feeling, so instead she’d simply said it seemed the most practical solution to all their problems and had left it at that.
“Well, it’s no wonder she’s so happy,” Emmy said. “One beloved niece is a future countess, the other a future marchioness. Her every wish is coming true.”
“My uncle hasn’t given his consent yet,” Sophie reminded her.
“But you know he will,” Emmy said. “What objection could he possibly have?”
Sophie nodded. James was an ideal husband, and certainly a better catch than Lord Wendley, so there was no reason to believe her uncle would be anything but pleasantly surprised by the news.  
“And Paxton hasn’t proposed to me yet, Emmy,” Olivia said, her lips firming into an unhappy line. “Assuming he ever will.” 
“Of course, he will!” Emmy nudged her with her shoulder. “Anyone with eyes can see how he feels about you.”
“She’s right, Livvy,” Sophie said. “The man is obviously in love with you.”
“It isn’t his feelings that worry me, though,” Olivia said with a sigh. “It’s his mother’s. I do not think she likes me very much.”
“Nonsense,” Emmy scoffed. “Everybody likes you.”
Olivia shook her head. “I think she still resents me for refusing Paxton’s offer, and I don’t know that she will ever forgive me for it.”
Sophie frowned. “That is ridiculous. If her son has forgiven you, so should she.”
“How important is her opinion to the duke?” Emmy asked. “Is it important enough to prevent his marrying you if she does not sanction the match?”
“I don’t know,” Olivia said with a shrug. “But there’s no one he regards more than Lady Paxton. He adores his mother.”
“But he loves you,” Sophie pointed out.
Olivia gave her a small smile. “I hope it is enough.”
“Well, if it isn’t, then he doesn’t deserve you,” Emmy said firmly. “And you will simply press on until you find someone who does.”
“Right.” Olivia nodded then rose from her seat. “And, in the meantime, I shall dance a quadrille with Mr. Steffington.”
The gentleman in question approached to collect her, and the two headed off toward the dance floor, Mr. Steffington gazing at Olivia with his heart in his eyes the whole way there. Another lovesick fool. 
Sophie felt a stab of envy watching her beautiful cousin on the dance floor, attracting a fair amount of male attention without even trying. It was shameful, she knew, to be jealous of Olivia. She couldn’t help how she looked, just as Sophie couldn’t help how she didn’t look. She wasn’t like her cousin, or Lady Annabel, or any of the other blonde, blue-eyed beauties so many gentlemen seemed to favor. Including James. 
“Sophie? Is something the matter?” Emmy’s brows drew together in concern.
“It’s nothing,” Sophie said, forcing a little smile. “I’m fine.”
“It isn’t nothing, I can tell.” Emmy leaned in, lowering her voice. “Is it about James? Has he done something to upset you?”
 “Of course not.” Not really. Not intentionally, anyway. “He’s been nothing but kind to me.”
“Then what is the matter?”
Sophie swallowed at the lump in her throat, hesitating, loath to voice her worries aloud, even to one of her dearest friends. “I…I’m afraid he doesn’t truly want to marry me,” she said on a rush. “I’m afraid he’d rather marry someone else. Someone like Lady Annabel.”
Emmy shook her head. “James does not want to marry Lady Annabel, Sophie.”
But what if he did?
Lady Annabel was born to be the wife of a peer. She’d likely spent her entire life preparing for just such a future, and this, in addition to her beauty, made her an extremely desirable bride that any man would wish to marry. Why should James be any different?
“She would make him an excellent countess,” Sophie said, chewing on her bottom lip.
“Probably. But so will you.”
She shook her head. “I will never be the ideal Society wife.”
“I don’t think James cares about that,” Emmy said. “He might admire Lady Annabel, but he doesn’t look at her the way he looks at you.”
Sophie’s gaze flew to hers, her heart swelling with hope and joy. 
“He’s obviously smitten,” Emmy said with a pleased smile. “And it’s only a matter of time before he falls hopelessly in love with you.”
Sophie flinched, the words knocking the breath from her lungs like a slap to the face, and the warmth in her chest grew cold, snuffed out like a doused flame. 
Because she knew James would never love her. 
He couldn’t. He loved Cassandra and he always would, and no amount of wishing or hoping would change that. These last few days had been such a whirlwind—an exhilarating, wonderful whirlwind—that she’d forgotten all about his first wife. She’d allowed herself to forget. 
She didn’t want to think about the lady, or how much James had loved her. How much he still loved her. She didn’t want to remember all the reasons he would never stop loving his first wife because they were the very same reasons he would never love her.
And she did love him. She loved him so much she ached with it. But no matter how much he liked her, or how well he enjoyed her company, there was one irrefutable truth she could not forget: he did not choose to marry her. And if he had a choice, if his hand wasn’t forced, he would choose someone else.
Sophie knew then what she had to do. She could not go through with this marriage, not when she knew there was still a chance she could fix the situation another way. Her attempt might fail, but she knew she had to try. She would never forgive herself if she didn’t, and how could she possibly be happy with a black cloud of regret hanging over her head for the rest of her days?
She couldn’t. Which meant there was only one thing left to do.
She had to talk to Lord Fitzgerald.




Chapter Twenty-Nine
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Sophie scrubbed her damp  palms down the front of her skirts and cast another frown at the door, impatience twisting her lips. 
Where is he? The conservatory was cold and damp, her feet ached from these dratted shoes, and every minute that passed only heightened her trepidation over the conversation to come. Assuming Lord Fitzgerald even showed up. 
She’d slipped him a note requesting his presence in the conservatory, but had not lingered to receive his reply, too afraid she would be seen. Meeting with him alone was foolhardy, she knew, but she also knew she had to do it. She had to talk to him, try to convince him to leave James be and abandon his plan for revenge for good. 
It mightn’t work, and James would be furious if he knew what she was up to, but she couldn’t let any of that worry her now. Foolish or not, she had to try to talk some sense into Lord Fitzgerald, for James’s sake, and for her own.
A scraping noise broke into her reverie, and her head came up just as a figure slipped through the door. Heart pounding, she clasped her hands behind her to still her fidgeting fingers and watched as Lord Fitzgerald made his way up the pebbled path, the crunching of his boots the only sound in the otherwise silent room.  
He halted a few feet from her, his face in shadow, and she could just make out his eyes in the dark, direct but unreadable.
“Thank you for coming, my lord.”
His lips curled at the corners, as if amused by her show of manners, though the result could hardly be called a smile. A chill crawled up her spine, and she rubbed her hands over her bare arms to warm them. Were his eyes always so cold? 
Was he a master of deceit, or had she been so taken in by his admiring glances and flattering words that she’d failed to see what was there all along?
 “It is my pleasure, Miss Everett,” he drawled, arching a rakish brow. “Our last...meeting was regrettably interrupted. I don’t suppose you’ve asked me here to pick up where we left off?”
Sophie’s teeth clenched at the man’s audacity, even as her cheeks flushed hot with shame. “You needn’t bother with the charming rogue act,” she said stiffly. “I have no intention of kissing you again, and we both know you never wanted to kiss me.”
“On the contrary…” He took a step towards her, into a beam of moonlight that lit up one side of his face. “I would do a great deal more than kiss you if I thought you’d let me.”
The admission was shockingly improper, but she brought her chin up, refusing to let him see her discomfort. “Am I meant to be flattered by this?”
“Most women would be.”
She shook her head. “Not after what you did.” 
He shrugged. 
“You used me, my lord.” Her hands clenched into fists at her sides, as if holding the reins on her temper. “You knowingly misled me to serve your own ends, and you did so without regard for my feelings or my reputation or my—my time.”
“Is this why you’ve asked me here? You want an apology?” His tone was bored—beleaguered, even—as if he found her tiresome. 
Fury swept over her, licking at her insides. Of course, she wanted an apology! Didn’t she deserve one after the way he’d treated her? He should be on his hands and knees begging for her forgiveness. 
But it seemed he did not regret his actions, and insincere apologies were of no use to her. 
“No,” she said curtly. “I asked you here to talk about James.”
A cold smile touched the viscount’s lips. “I see.”
“He told me about Cassandra,” she said, ignoring his mocking tone. “And about you. About your past.”
Lord Fitzgerald crossed to a large stone table and leaned against it, folding his arms over his chest. “And what did the estimable Earl of Dearborn have to say?”
Sophie drew in a deep breath and clasped her hands behind her back. “He told me how beautiful Cassandra was, how he loved her from the moment he first laid eyes on her.” She swallowed, the words bitter on her tongue. “He said he courted her for weeks, but she refused him, so her father accepted his offer on her behalf. He forced her to marry him, despite her protests. Despite the fact that she wanted to marry you instead.”
A muscle ticked in Lord Fitzgerald’s cheek, the only indication he’d even heard her words. 
“He told me you went to him,” she said, “and asked him not to marry her—”
An embittered laugh ripped from the viscount’s throat, cutting into her words. “Asked? I begged him not to marry her, and he laughed in my face.” Even in the dark, his eyes burned with rage. “He’d bested me, he’d won, and that was all he cared about. They were married a week later.”
“But you continued to see Lady Cassandra,” Sophie said. “After they were married.”
“Yes.” A somber smile touched his lips. “For a brief time, she was mine. But then he sent for her, and she went to him. And then she—” He broke off with a muttered curse and turned his back to Sophie, concealing his face.
Sorrow clutched at her heart. “And then you left England.”
He nodded, still gazing out the window at the darkened gardens beyond. “It seemed the wisest course of action. My thoughts were rather murderous at the time.” His chuckle was forced, taut with tamped anger. 
“I’m so sorry, my lord,” she whispered. “You must have loved her very much.”
Lord Fitzgerald scrubbed a hand down his face with a sigh and then turned to face her again. “Why have you asked me here, Miss Everett? What do you want?”
“I want you to forgive him,” she said softly.
His mouth twisted. “Impossible.”
“Then I want you to leave him be.”
“I left him be for three years,” he snarled. “My generosity has reached its end.”
“So, now you mean to make him pay for what he did? You intend to ruin him for it?” She shook her head, her voice harsh with frustration. “It won’t help, my lord. It will do nothing to erase the pain of your loss.” 
He shrugged. “Maybe not. But I won’t know unless I try.” He flashed his teeth, more sneer than smile.
“You deserve a better life than this,” she said, holding his gaze, willing him to listen. “I know you hate him, and you want to make him suffer for all the suffering he caused you, but none of it will bring Cassandra back.”
That same muscle ticked in his cheek, but he made no reply.
“Don’t you see, my lord?” She stepped toward him, her arms spread wide. “You’ve already had your revenge. Cassandra loved you, not James. She never loved James. But he did love her—he will always love her—and he will never know what it was to have her love in return.” 
Lord Fitzgerald’s flinty eyes held hers for several beats, his expression impossible to read. “Dearborn is fortunate to count you among his friends,” he drawled. “Tell me, did he ask you to speak with me on his behalf, or did you volunteer your services?”
Sophie crossed her arms over her chest and shook her head. “He told me not to bother. He said it would be a waste of my time.”
“He was right.”
“Perhaps,” she said. “But I had to try.”
“Because you love him, is that it?” he asked, his voice softly mocking.
Her chin came up. “Yes,” she said. “I do.” There was no reason to deny it.
“How much?” 
Her brows knit a confused line, and she shook her head. “How much? I don’t…”
“It’s an easy question, Miss Everett.” He stepped toward her, closing the distance between them. “How much do you love him? Enough to beg for him? Enough to whore yourself for him?”
He reached out as if to cup her cheek, but Sophie reared back, shying from his touch, and he stilled, his arm falling to his side.
“I don’t believe you would ask me to do such a thing,” she said quietly, meeting his gaze, searching his eyes for some feeling but finding none. “I cannot believe you capable of that, my lord.”
“Then you are more naive than I thought,” he said, the words flat, cold. “I am not a good man.”
“But you could be.”
Silence blanketed the room. Lord Fitzgerald stared at the floor, his face a blank mask, and Sophie wondered what he was thinking, if he was considering her words. If this conversation had made any difference at all. 
“I asked you here in the hopes I could convince you to leave James be,” she said. “But my reasons for doing so were not entirely unselfish.” Her gaze fell to her slippers, and she swallowed past the knot in her throat. “We are betrothed, you see. He thinks marriage is the answer to all our problems, but…he doesn’t truly wish to marry me. He doesn’t love me. And I—” 
She broke off with a shake of her head, lifting her gaze to the viscount’s. “If you refuse to leave him be, I will marry him. His well-being is more important to me than anything, even my own happiness. That is how much I love him.”
The viscount said not a word as he watched her, his gaze giving nothing away. Sophie stood there, waiting, every moment an agony, every beat of her heart less hopeful than the last, until finally she could stand it no longer.
“Well, then,” she said, her heart heavy. “I have said all I came to say. Thank you for meeting with me, my lord. I…” Her hands clenched and unclenched. “Goodbye.”
She gripped her skirts with trembling fingers and turned for the door, fighting back tears, even as a part of her—the selfish, conflicted part—was overcome with relief. She’d tried, and she’d failed. She had nothing to regret now, no reason to admonish herself. 
She would marry James. She would love him in secret and, somehow, she would be happy. Somehow, she would find a way—
“Wait.”
Sophie froze on the path. Heart pounding wildly against her rib cage, she turned back, afraid to hope. Afraid not to. 
Lord Fitzgerald raked a hand through his hair, cursing under his breath. “All right, Miss Everett,” he said gruffly. “You win.” 
Her pulse skipped a beat. “I...beg your pardon?”
“I will grant your request,” he bit out. “I will leave Dearborn alone.”
She was without words. Had she misheard him? Had he said the words in jest? She searched his face, his eyes, for even the smallest sign he was trifling with her again but found none. He was in earnest.
Relief swept over her, and she took a step toward him. “Thank—”
“Do not thank me,” he snarled.
Her lips clamped shut as she retreated a step.
“God, I despise London,” he said, weariness creeping into his voice. “It’s bloody cold and crowded and dirty, and everywhere I turn I’m reminded of—” He broke off, his jaw clenching. “I should never have come back. Tell Dearborn I’ll be gone within the week.”
He stalked toward the exit, and Sophie watched as he made his way up the path, calling out to him as he neared the door. He paused and turned to her.
“I hope you find happiness, my lord,” she said softly. “Someday soon.”
The smile he gave her was hard and brittle, as if the notion were an impossible one. 
Then he turned for the door and quit the room, leaving Sophie in the deafening silence with only her thoughts of James and the conversation to come.




Chapter Thirty
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It was nearly midnight  by the time James set foot in the Pendletons’ ballroom. He’d intended to arrive earlier, but his meeting with his man of affairs had lasted longer than expected, and then, because he hadn’t eaten since breakfast, he stopped at his club for a quick meal. 
By the time he made it home to dress for the evening, it was almost half past eleven.
Brushing aside a long panel of white silk with his hand—one of many suspended from the ceiling—James moved further into the room and blew out a slow breath of air. 
Damn, but it was a crush tonight. The dance floor was full, the music loud and boisterous, and he had no doubt the ball would last well into the early hours of the morning, but he wasn’t here to join in the merriment. 
He was here for Sophie.
Moving through the crowd, he scanned the sea of faces in search of her, nodding to an acquaintance as he passed by. He could be worrying for nothing, of course, but he wanted to see with his own eyes that she was safe. 
Fitzgerald didn’t know of the betrothal, and although the man had made no attempts to speak with Sophie these last two evenings, there was no predicting what he might do, and James would be a fool if he allowed himself to be lulled into complacency.
“James! There you are!” 
He turned just as Lady Keswick looped her arm through his and beamed up at him. “Talk with me for a moment, won’t you?” she whispered from one side of her mouth. “I am trying to avoid Lady Eddings.”
He arched his brows. “Dare I ask why?”
“She has a new hat,” she said peevishly. “And, of course, it is a hideous confection, but I cannot say such a thing to her, so I shall have to pretend I like it, and then she will insist on telling me every little detail about every little detail.” She sighed. “I swear, that woman thinks of her hats as beloved pets.”
James let out a low chuckle. The hat in question—if one could call it that—was, indeed, as awful as she described. An enormous creation of black and brown feathers, it called to mind his last trip to the Isle of Skye, and the massive colony of cormorants he’d seen living there among the cliffs.
He never imagined he would one day see one roosting on a lady’s head. 
“I know I’m being silly,” the marchioness said. “I know I cannot avoid her indefinitely, but I’m not too proud to admit I’d like to put it off for as long as I can.”
James rattled off a distracted reply as his gaze snagged on a young woman with chestnut curls the same shade as—blast. It wasn’t Sophie. Frowning, he scanned the crowd in search of her. He was certain she said she would be at the Pendletons’ tonight. She has to be here somewhere. 
“Sophie is fine, James,” Lady Keswick said, clearly reading his mind. “She’s over by the rear doors with Emmy and Olivia.”
His gaze shot to the back of the room, the tension easing from his shoulders the moment he spotted her, safe and sound with her friends. 
“He was here earlier,” Lady Keswick said in a low voice. “I kept my eyes on him all evening, but I haven’t seen him for some time. I think he might have left.”
The he she referred to could only be Fitzgerald. 
“I know I ought to despise the man,” she said, “but a part of me is grateful to him.”
James glanced at her, perplexed. “Grateful?”
“Well, yes. He shouldn’t have trifled with Sophie, of course, and I could never condone his behavior, but—well, he did help bring you and Sophie together, didn’t he?”
He gazed at her, searching her face for a flicker of amusement, some sign she was joking, but her smile was sanguine. Bloody hell, she’s serious. 
“Lady Augusta and I had very nearly given up on you,” she continued, shaking her head. “It was obvious, even at the house party, but you are both so stubborn we despaired of your ever seeing it for yourselves.”
James frowned. He hadn’t the faintest idea what she was talking about. “Seeing what, exactly?”
“The attraction, of course! We saw it immediately, but for some unfathomable reason, you pursued Olivia instead, though anyone could see you two wouldn’t suit at all.” She tsked, clearly disappointed in him. “None of that matters now, though, does it? You two are finally betrothed, and I could not be more pleased for you.”
The gleam in her eyes had turned decidedly romantic, and James wasn’t sure whether to laugh or groan. God save me from sentimental women. He ought to set her straight, of course. He was pleased to be marrying Sophie, but it wasn’t a love match and never would be. 
But seeing Lady Keswick’s smile, the happy light in her eyes, he found he didn’t have the heart to do it. She was thrilled for him and, really, what harm was there in allowing her to believe the lie? 
Besides, if he’d learned anything about the marchioness over the years, it was that once she’d made up her mind about something, there was no changing it.
“I’m glad you approve of the match,” he said, meaning it wholeheartedly.
“I only want you to be happy, James. That is all I mean to say. Your first marriage…” She hesitated, and her eyes looked on him with sadness. “I may be ignorant of the particulars, but I know it was not a happy union, and I’ve long hoped you would find in your second marriage all that was lacking in your first.” She patted his arm. “I think you will be happy with Sophie. She’s a lovely girl.”
“Yes, she is,” he agreed, relaxing when he realized that was all she meant to say on the subject of Cassandra. He’d shared very little of that time with her, and she’d never pried, though he knew she must be curious. Perhaps one day he would tell her. 
“She’s clever, too,” Lady Keswick said. “And I think she will be good for you. She will challenge you and make you laugh, and you need that in your life.” She flicked a hand out. “Her aunt agrees with me, of course. We were talking about it only an hour ago.”
James shook his head, amused and slightly worried, too. “I’m beginning to think this secret betrothal won’t remain a secret for long,” he said. “Between you and Lady Augusta, I’ll be surprised if it lasts the evening.”
The marchioness swatted his arm with her fan. “Poppycock. I am a model of discretion, and so is Augusta. We shan’t say a thing to anyone.” Her gaze flicked past his shoulder, and her blue eyes dimmed. “Oh, dear. Lady Eddings is hovering again.” She sighed. “I suppose I had best go to her now and get it over with.”
“Be strong,” he teased with mock gravity, earning himself another swat with her fan.
“And you must go and greet your betrothed,” she ordered, chuckling softly. “You ought to have done so the moment you arrived, but I suppose I am to blame for this transgression.”
A grin pulled at his lips. “Is it a true transgression if no one knows of the betrothal?”
“Of course, it is,” she said firmly. “Because I know.”
“Ah, but as you just said, you are the one responsible for the transgression.”
“And Sophie knows,” she said, blatantly ignoring his flawless display of logic. “Besides, she will want to see you, and although you would have me believe otherwise, I know you are eager to see her, too.” She gave him a wink. “Your eyes have scarcely left her since you arrived.”
He parted his lips intending to refute her claim, but no words came out. She flashed him a smug smile before brushing past him, calling out to Lady Eddings with a show of delight so convincing he almost believed it himself. 
With a soft chuckle, he turned and looked to the rear of the room, but Sophie was no longer there. He spotted her a moment later, sitting alone among a row of empty chairs, watching the dancers as they moved through the steps of a quadrille. She raised her glass to her lips and drank, and he watched in amusement as she wrinkled her nose, apparently unimpressed with the evening’s libations. 
Lord, she was sweet. And she was to be his wife. 
Warmth spread through his chest as he made his way toward her, his eyes trained on her face lest she wander away again. Lady Keswick was right. For all his protesting, he did want to talk to her—and with Fitzgerald gone, it was safe to do so, at least for a minute or two. Long enough to confirm she was safe and well and, perhaps, ask how her day had gone. He hadn’t seen her since last night.
Her gaze met his as he approached, and she sat up, a flicker of…something passing over her face, something like panic, of all things. But it was gone so quickly he had to wonder if he’d imagined it. 
Brushing the odd moment aside, James claimed the chair next to hers and gave her a smile. “Good evening, Miss Everett.”
“Good evening, my lord.” 
The words were faint, and although her lips smiled, her eyes did not. It was then he noticed how pale she was. “Sophie? Are you unwell?”
Her fingers flexed around the glass in her lap, but otherwise, she was so still she might have been sitting for a portrait. “I am perfectly well, thank you.” 
Except her hands were trembling.
James’s frown deepened, his concern growing by the second. “Sophie, what is it? What’s wrong?”
“Nothing is wrong,” she insisted. “I told you, I’m fine. Better than fine, in fact.” She turned in her chair to face him, a stiff, unnatural smile turning her lips. “I have news for you, James. Good news. About Lord Fitzgerald.”
James stilled, her words sending unease slithering through his belly. 
“He’s leaving London,” she said through that unwavering, horrible smile. “It’s over. You’re free of him. And we no longer need to be married.”
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If he showed relief, she would show relief. If he expressed gratitude, she would answer with grace and humility. If he displayed happiness, she would counter with a happy smile of her own, even if it killed her.
For one moment, she’d even considered what she would do if he fell to his knees and begged her not to leave him…but, of course, that would never happen, and she’d promptly shoved the absurd fantasy from her mind. 
But this response? Absolute silence? 
She hadn’t prepared for this, and she had no idea what to say. 
James was staring at the floor, his jaw tense, his mouth grim, and she was desperate to know what he was thinking. What he was feeling. 
Why did he not speak? Heavens above, she could take no more of this.
“You’re free, James,” she repeated brightly. “This is good news, is it not?”
His head came up, and his gaze met hers, stern and disapproving. “You talked to Fitzgerald?” he asked. “I thought we agreed you would stay away from him.” 
Sophie blinked. “We did, but—”
“Were you alone with him?” he demanded.
Her lips parted in surprise. This was what he would focus on? After the news she’d just shared?  
“I was perfectly safe, James. As you can clearly see.”
“You were not safe,” he bit out, his eyes flashing. “It was a bloody foolish thing to do.”
“I did it for you,” she said, bristling. “I thought you would be pleased.” 
His jaw clenched, and he leaned back in his chair, folding his arms over his chest. “What did you promise in exchange?” 
“What?” Her brows snapped together. “What do you mean?”
“Fitzgerald is not a benevolent man,” he said, his voice hard. “What did he want in exchange?”
She shook her head. “Nothing. He made no demands.” Why was he making this so difficult? “We talked about you and your wife, your regret,” she said, “and he had a change of heart. He’s leaving Town. You can move on with your life now and marry whomever you like. Lady Annabal, perhaps, or—”
“I don’t want to marry Lady Annabel,” he said, the words clipped. “I thought this was settled, Sophie. You agreed to be my wife.”
His eyes were fierce with some feeling she couldn’t name. Irritation, perhaps. Or stubbornness. He was a man, after all, and men did not like to lose. Not even something they never truly wanted. 
“I know I did, but...” She shook her head, fumbling over her words. “The circumstances have changed. Our marriage was supposed to be the solution to a problem, but that problem no longer exists.”
“I compromised you,” he said bluntly. “I took your virtue.”
Her cheeks warmed. “No one knows about that.”
“I know about it. And I am not in the habit of deflowering virgins unless I mean to marry them.” His voice was so cold. Nearly as cold as his eyes.
Sophie’s gaze fell to her lap, to the almost empty cup of ratafia she’d forgotten she held in her hands. “I know,” she said, keeping her voice even. “I know you are a good man, but I am not with child—”
“That is not the point. You are compromised, and I must do the honorable thing. I must marry you.”
“No!” Her head came up, the word ripped from her throat. “No,” she repeated, calmer this time. “I’m sorry, James, but I cannot marry you.”
A muscle ticked in his cheek as he worked his jaw. “May I know why?”
“Because I...” God, what could she say? “Because I—we—would not suit and—”
“Try again,” he snapped. “We’ve done that one already. We do suit, and I do want to marry you.”
Sophie shook her head. “No,” she whispered, her throat impossibly tight. “You only think you do.”
His eyes were dark and frustrated, and he was so beautiful she had to look away. Despair clutched at her chest, stealing her breath. 
Oh, God. She was going to have to tell him. 
She’d hoped it wouldn’t come to this, that he would agree to end their betrothal without argument, but she’d forgotten what sort of man he was. She’d forgotten about his sense of honor. And now she had no choice but to confess her feelings for him, right here in the Pendletons’ ballroom, because apparently there was only one way to make him let her go. And that was to give him the one thing he could not abide. Her love.
“I know what you want,” she said, her voice trembling. “You want a polite, undemanding marriage—a loveless marriage—and you believe you would have that with me, but you wouldn’t.” She swallowed. “You wouldn’t because I…because I—” 
The words lodged in her throat, choking her, and she downed the last of her warm ratafia, as if it would somehow set the words free.  
“Is that what this is about? You want a love match?” 
If her heart weren’t breaking in two, she might have laughed at the exasperation in his voice. “No,” she said. “I have no such hope.” 
His mouth flattened into a frustrated line. “I don’t understand.”
Swallowing past the lump in her throat, she forced her gaze to his, her heart thundering in her ears. Say it, she ordered silently. Say it now and be done with it.
“I’m already in love,” she said, her voice soft. Regretful. “I’m in love with you, James.”
He flinched, as if she’d spit in his face, and then his eyes chilled, and finally, shuttered completely. 
He was gone to her. She’d lost him, just as she knew she would. 
“I don’t know why, but I have the most absurd compulsion to apologize to you.” She gave a little laugh, though it was brittle, even to her own ears. “Isn’t that silly? I didn’t ask to fall in love with you. I didn’t want it to happen. I did everything I could to prevent it, but…” 
But you were everything I wanted, and I simply couldn’t help myself.
Her throat clenched around the words, despair clutching at her heart. “I wish I could marry you,” she whispered, staring blindly at the cup in her hands. “I want to. But I couldn’t bear seeing you every day, loving you as I do, knowing you would never love me back. It would—it would break me apart.”
She rose to her feet, her throat tight, tears beginning to burn at the backs of her eyes. She had to go, now, before she made an even bigger fool of herself than she already had.
“You’re a wonderful man, James,” she said, her voice ragged. “I know you will find exactly the sort of wife you deserve, and I—I wish you every happiness.”
With that, she turned and walked away without looking back, certain she would break into a million pieces if she did.




Chapter Thirty-One
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Following her aunt and  cousin into the carriage, Sophie sank onto the seat beside Olivia and fell back against the plush squabs with a weary, grateful sigh. 
Heavens above, she thought the evening would never end. 
Her dratted slippers were crushing her poor feet, and her cheeks ached from hours of forced smiles, but all of it was nothing to the anguish tearing at her heart. Her eyes fell closed, and she thought of James again, and for the hundredth time tonight, his face flashed through her mind; his cold eyes, the angry slash of his mouth. 
It was a look she would remember for the rest of her days.
She rubbed a hand over the ache in her chest, as if it were a physical ailment she could soothe away. God, how would she bear this pain?
“What a glorious evening!” Olivia said as the carriage began to move. “Wasn’t it glorious, Sophie?”
Her eyes popped open, and she forced another smile. “Mm, yes. Glorious.”
“I thought the music was especially excellent tonight,” her cousin said happily.
“The ratafia was awful,” Aunt Augusta said just before a lusty yawn overtook her. “And did you see Lady Eddings’ hat? I’ve never seen anything so ugly in the whole of my life. I don’t know what that woman was thinking when she bought it.”
“She is such a handsome woman, too,” Olivia said with a tsk. “Still, it was a lovely evening. Paxton thinks his mother is going to invite me to afternoon tea soon, which is an exceedingly good sign that she is at least considering forgiving me.” 
“That is excellent news, my dear,” Aunt Augusta said. “I’m certain another proposal is just around the corner.”
“I hope you’re right,” Olivia said, her lips pulling into a grin. “And then Sophie and I will both be betrothed, and we can purchase our trousseaux together.” 
Sophie gave her a weak smile. She hadn’t told them about James yet. 
“Speaking of your betrothed, Sophie…” Aunt Augusta said. “I barely saw him tonight. Did he leave early?”
“I—I don’t know,” she said faintly. “I believe so.”
After she’d left him, she’d hurried to the retiring room to collect herself, and when she returned a few minutes later, the chair he’d been sitting in was empty, and she didn’t see him again for the rest of the night.
Apparently, nothing ruined a man’s evening like an unwanted declaration of love.
“How odd that he didn’t tell you he was leaving,” Aunt Augusta said. “You are his betrothed, after all. It is only right—”
“I’m not,” Sophie blurted out. She couldn’t stand another moment of this. “I’m not his betrothed. The engagement is off.”
A long beat of silence filled the confines of the carriage, and then Aunt Augusta’s mouth fell open and a flurry of questions flew out. “What? Why? What happened?”
“Did you two have an argument?” Olivia asked.
“No. It was nothing like that,” Sophie said. “Lord Fitzgerald is leaving Town, so there is simply no longer the need for us to be married.” 
Her statement was met with another beat of unbearable silence. 
“This is good news,” she said with forced cheer. “Very good news.” 
Perhaps if she repeated the words often enough, she could convince herself they were true.
“I suppose so,” Olivia said slowly. “Still…a rich, handsome earl…” She trailed off with a regretful shake of her head.
Aunt Augusta sat back in her seat and huffed out a sigh. “I am agog. I was so sure you two would marry. There seemed to be a genuine affection between you, and I thought he—”
“We’re friends, Auntie,” Sophie interrupted. “And we would have made the best of the situation, but our betrothal was not a real one. Not really. It was a solution, that’s all.”
Aunt Augusta frowned. “Even so, I thought there was something more there...”
Sophie’s heart wrenched painfully. Stop. Please.
“...I really thought he had come to care for you…”
“I know you had your heart set on my marrying an earl,” Sophie blurted out. “But surely there is still plenty of time for me to find another one. Why, only this evening I met two unattached earls, and I see no reason why either one of them shouldn’t do just as well as L-Lord Dearborn. Isn’t that right, Livvy?”
Sophie glanced at her cousin, silently pleading for help.
“Unattached earls?” Olivia pursed her lips, nodding. “The Earl of Chavely is not married, but he’s rumored to be almost betrothed to Louisa Aston, so he’s out. And Earl Stanwyck is very much on the hunt for a bride, but if you were to marry him, he would take you back to Scotland and, personally, I don’t think that is a worthy trade.” 
Sophie nodded, pretending to consider it. “I suppose Scotland wouldn’t be so bad, so long as there were books to read. I wonder if he has a library…” Her voice wavered. 
Falconridge boasts an excellent library. An enormous library. 
James’s words whispered through her mind, a knife to her heart, and she shoved them away. Do not think of him.
“I shouldn’t live in Scotland for anything,” Olivia said firmly. “No matter the incentive.”
“Not even for the Duke of Paxton?” Sophie asked, trying for a smile. 
Aunt Augusta hadn’t said a word for several minutes, but she could feel her aunt’s gaze on her, heavy and assessing. She resisted the pull of her stare, afraid of what she would see in her eyes. Afraid that, whatever it was, it would make her fall to pieces. 
“Not even for Paxton,” Olivia said archly. “But I’m certain I could convince him to take up residence in England, instead.” She grinned. 
“Yes, I’m certain you could,” Sophie said, chuckling. “What do you think, Aunt Augusta? Shall I inquire after the size of Earl Stanwyck’s library?”
She looked across the carriage at her aunt, forcing herself to meet her gaze, silently asking her to let the matter drop, to forget about the betrothal and her need for answers, and let go of her disappointment, as Sophie was desperately trying to do herself.
“Scotland is a beautiful country, my dear,” Aunt Augusta said finally, “but it is no place for an Englishwoman of gentle breeding, and I would ask you to forget about this Earl Stanwyck immediately.”
The look in her eyes was gentle and understanding, and Sophie glanced down at her lap, her lips trembling as she fought to keep the tears at bay.
“Perhaps you could settle for a viscount instead,” Olivia said, talking over the undercurrent of emotion flowing through the carriage. “Or a baron of means?”
“So long as he isn’t old enough to be your father,” Aunt Augusta quipped.
“Right.” Olivia shuddered. “A young and dashing baron of means.”
“Who also lives in England,” their aunt said firmly.
Sophie managed a small, but genuine smile. “I shall try my best.”
“I wish the duke had a bachelor brother for you,” Olivia said. “Or even a cousin. It would make everything so much easier if he did.”
“Yes, it certainly would,” she murmured, as she settled back against the squabs. A small sigh escaped her, and she listened with half an ear as Olivia chattered on about the Duke of Paxton and his mother, filling the carriage with levity just when it was needed most.
Aunt Augusta had gone quiet again, and Sophie knew she had questions, and undoubtedly, several opinions to share, but she prayed her aunt would let it go. What was done was done, and all she could do now was put the events of this horrible evening behind her.
She was in love with a man who did not love her back. It hurt, more than anything she’d ever felt before, but it could not be changed, and she had no choice but to carry on.
After all, she still had a husband to find. There was simply no time for nursing a broken heart.




Chapter Thirty-Two
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“For God’s sake,  enough.” 
James shoved the ledger across his desk and leaned back in his chair with a groan of disgust. He’d been staring at the same column of figures for the last half hour, and all he’d managed to do was give himself an aching head.
Damn, but he was tired. He rubbed his eyes with the heels of his palms then pulled out his pocket watch to check the time. Not yet noon. 
Too early for a drink, probably, but—ah, to hell with it. He rose from his chair and crossed to the sideboard, pouring himself a generous glass of brandy. He didn’t usually drink this early in the day, but did the hour even matter when one hadn’t yet gone to bed?
Tossing back a large swallow of brandy, he welcomed the punishing burn, even as Sophie’s face flashed through his mind yet again. Hell. 
He poured another drink and tried to banish every last trace of her from his mind—the feelings she’d confessed, the hurt shimmering in her eyes—but it was no good. She’d been plaguing his thoughts for the last three days, so why should now be any different? 
He stalked back to his desk and brought the bottle of brandy with him, leaving the glass behind. He wouldn’t be needing it. If he started now, perhaps he could get drunk enough to forget her, and then perhaps he could get a few hours of sleep. A man could dream.
Leaning back in his chair, James took a long pull from the bottle then let his head fall back against the soft leather padding and closed his eyes. He hadn’t seen Sophie since that night at the Pendletons’ ball. He’d stayed home last night, and the night before that, too bloody cowardly to face her so soon after that debacle in the ballroom when she’d—God. He swore under his breath. 
She’d told him she loved him, for Christ’s sake. And he’d been too stunned, and then too irritated, to utter even a single word before she’d walked away. 
He’d hurt her, he knew. He hadn’t meant to, but he’d done it all the same. She probably despised him, but, damn it all, he hadn’t asked for any of this. He hadn’t asked her to love him.
Why couldn’t she have kept her feelings to herself? Why couldn’t she have left well enough alone? They could have been happy together, could have built a comfortable, contented life for themselves. Things could have been so good.
But then she’d ruined it, with just a handful of words.   
James drank from the bottle again, wincing at the burn, even as he welcomed it, as if it might wash away the guilt sitting on his chest like a boulder. 
She loved him. 
Stubborn, strong-willed, clever Sophie loved him…and he wanted no part of it. Nothing good ever came of the blasted emotion. Only look at the destruction it had wrought on Cassandra’s life, the destruction he had wrought, and all because he’d loved her. 
He couldn’t go through that again. He couldn’t marry a woman who loved him, especially not Sophie. It would be all too easy to love her back, and there was no telling what he might do to her if he did. He couldn’t take that risk, no matter how much he wanted her. And he did want her, damn it.
A scratch on the door interrupted his thoughts, and he sat up just as his butler, Edwards, entered the room. 
“Forgive the intrusion, my lord, but you’ve a visitor. It is the—”
“No need to bother with an announcement, Edwards,” Griffin called out from the corridor. “Your employer is always at home for me.” 
Griff swept into the room and cuffed the aging butler on the shoulder as he passed—his way of an apology, presumably.
James smothered a sigh. “Thank you, Edwards. You may go.”
The butler gave a clipped bow and left them, closing the door behind him with a disapproving sniff, and then Griffin made his way to the sideboard for an empty glass before joining James at his desk.
“So...” He dropped onto the chair opposite James and helped himself to some brandy. “Haven’t seen you for a couple of days.”
James shrugged. “I’ve been busy.”
Griff’s eyes flicked from the discarded ledger to the bottle of brandy, and he raised a brow. “Yes, I can see that.”
James leaned back in his chair, crossing his arms over his chest like a petulant child. “Did your mother send you to check up on me?”
She would have received word of the broken betrothal by now. Sophie would have told her aunt and Lady Augusta would have told Lady Keswick. 
God, they probably all loathed him. And his absence last night probably made him look guilty as sin. He felt guilty, and that irritated the hell out of him. Damn it, he’d done nothing wrong.
“Of course, she did,” Griffin said, sitting back in his chair. “You know how she worries. She’s afraid you’ll disappear on her again.”
This only made James feel worse, and he suspected this was precisely what Griff had intended. “I’ll make an appearance at the Faradale soirée tonight,” he said with a weary sigh. 
He might as well get it over with. He’d have to face them all eventually and putting it off would only prolong the torment. 
“Good man,” Griff said, slowly swirling his brandy. “So…I hear Fitzgerald is quitting London.”
James nodded. “By all accounts, he left early this morning.”
“I see.” Griff eyed his brandy, still swirling his glass. “Mother tells me we have Sophie to thank for it.” 
James tensed, a muscle clenching in his jaw. Damn it, he didn’t want to talk about her. 
“She also mentioned something about a betrothal,” Griff said before taking a drink of brandy, the picture of nonchalance. “I would offer my congratulations, but I seem to have missed my window of opportunity.”
James shifted in his chair. He hadn’t told Griffin about Sophie yet because—well, because he didn’t want to. It was easier with the marchioness. She’d convinced herself it was more than a marriage of convenience and he’d let her believe it because it made her happy.
But Griffin knew better. He knew about James’s past, and he would have asked questions that James would have wished to avoid. Questions he still wished to avoid.
“It wasn’t a real betrothal,” he said, raking a hand through his mussed hair. “It was a contingency plan.”
Griff eyed him for a long time, so long James thought he might actually question the truth to his claim, but instead he raised his glass. “Well, then, it seems I can offer my congratulations, after all,” he said jovially. “Here’s to Fitzgerald’s early exit, and the return of your hunt for a bride.”
He drank. James did not. 
“Come, now,” Griff said, propping an ankle atop the other knee. “I know you hate this bride hunt business, but you’ll find your countess soon enough. London is teeming with eager young ladies, most of them prettier and better connected than Sophie.”
James tipped the bottle back and drank deep. 
“Don’t misunderstand me,” Griff continued. “She’s a lovely girl—certainly passably pretty—but she’s too bookish for her own good, and I think—”
“I’ll thank you to keep your bloody thoughts to yourself,” James snarled. 
Griff’s brows shot up, and slowly he lowered his glass to the desk, a satisfied gleam sparking in his eyes. “Just as I thought,” he said with a nod. “You do want her.”
Heat flooded James’s face, and he lifted a shoulder. “I...suppose I grew accustomed to the idea of marrying her.”
Griff grunted. “You’d be damned lucky to have her.”
“I know that.” He bit the words out then shot up out of his chair and stalked to the window, suddenly restless. 
“So, marry the girl.”
James shook his head. “I can’t.” 
“Why the devil not?”
He shook his head again, unable to speak. It didn’t matter, anyway. It was over. Three days ago, he would have married her—he’d wanted to marry her—but that was three days ago, before she’d ruined everything. Before she’d mentioned love. 
He rubbed a hand over the sudden tightness in his chest. No, he couldn’t possibly marry her now. 
“This is about Cassandra, isn’t it?” Griff asked. “She’s the reason you’re doing this.”
“Sophie was the one who ended the betrothal, not me.”
“Yes, and you let her go without a fight. Why? You obviously care for her.”
He did. He cared for her a great deal. That was why he could never marry her.   
“It was three years ago, James,” Griff said quietly. “You have to let it go. You made a mistake—”
“A mistake?” James barked out a laugh, the sound harsh and over-loud. “I ruined her, for God’s sake.”
“Yes. You did a terrible thing, and it can’t be undone. But you and I both know you would never do something like that now.”
James shook his head and turned back to the window. What made Griff so bloody certain of that? What guarantee did he have that he wouldn’t repeat his past mistakes again?  
None. There were no guarantees in life. He wanted Sophie, he cared for her, and if he married her, knowing how she felt about him...
He swallowed. It would be far too easy, too tempting, to let his guard down with her, and that was a risk he couldn’t take. 
“That’s what you think, isn’t it?” Griff asked. “That’s what this is all about. You don’t trust yourself.”
James looked at him, brows raised in challenge. “Would you?”
“Your father had just died, and you weren’t ready to face your new responsibilities. Cassandra was the perfect distraction, but you let it consume you, and it went too far.” Griff shook his head. “But you’re not the same man you were then, James.”
“You don’t know that.”
“I do,” he insisted. “And if you’d stop punishing yourself long enough to think about it, you’d realize I’m right.” 
James leaned his shoulder against the window frame and frowned out the window. “I’m not punishing myself.”
“Then why did you let Sophie go?”
“Because she...” He scrubbed his hands down his face, frustration thick in his throat. “Because she said she loves me, and I can’t marry a woman who—I can’t take the risk.” 
“What risk?”
“What I did to Cassandra...” He shook his head. “I can’t do that to Sophie.”
“You won’t.”
James turned to him, incredulous. “How can you be so bloody certain of that?”
“Because you love her.” 
No. He’d loved Cassandra. What he felt for Sophie was nothing like that. 
“And don’t tell me you loved Cassandra,” Griff said flatly. “That wasn’t love, that was obsession. Nothing more.” 
The mahogany clock by the door chimed twice, signaling the hour, reminding James he’d been up for nearly thirty hours straight. God, he was tired. But he knew he wouldn’t sleep.
 “I have to go,” Griff said, pushing his chair back. “I have a meeting with my man of affairs in half an hour.”
James nodded. “I’ll see you tonight.”
“Right.” Griff stood and made his way for the door, pausing as he reached for the handle. He turned back, his expression bearing a seriousness he rarely showed. “It was a mistake, James, a grievous one, but you need to let it go. Before it ruins you. Before you lose Sophie for good.”
And with that ominous parting line, he left, shutting the door behind him.
James shoved his hands in his pockets and swore into the silence. What the hell did Griff know? Where did he come off doling out advice like some old crone with a crystal ball?
“Bloody obnoxious,” he muttered to himself, pushing off the window frame and returning to his desk. He couldn’t bring himself to sit again, so he started to pace instead. He was in no condition to work right now, anyway. His mind was too full, his thoughts too frenzied to concentrate on matters of business. 
How exactly was he supposed to let it go? How was he supposed to forgive himself? What he’d done to Cassandra was unforgivable. 
Wasn’t it?
To hear Griff talk, letting go of what he’d done should be the easiest thing in the world, like choosing which cravat to wear for the evening. And it wasn’t as if he hadn’t tried to forget what he’d done. It wasn’t as if he enjoyed remembering the single worst thing he had ever done.  
He would give anything to go back to that time and change it. But he couldn’t. So, yes, he lived with the regret every day, and he made sure to remind himself of it whenever he thought he might forget, but that didn’t mean he was punishing himself.
All it meant was that he—
James stopped short. I’ll be damned.
Maybe Griffin was right. Maybe he had been punishing himself. He’d spent these last three years reliving the past, admonishing himself for what he’d done, obsessing over it, and for what? Atonement? Absolution?
Cassandra was dead. Gone. He could punish himself for the rest of his days, but it wouldn’t bring her back. He would never have the chance to make amends. And perhaps he didn’t deserve that chance. Yes, he’d been young and stupid back then, and yes, he’d been grieving the loss of his father—or, more accurately, the loss of his freedom—but none of that excused his behavior. Nothing ever would.
But did this mean he should allow this one mistake to dictate how he lived his life, for the rest of his life?
He’d been willing to do anything to have Cassandra, but that reckless, selfish young man was a stranger to him now. That young man—that boy—had only thought of his own needs, his own pleasures. Sport. Horses. Women. That was all he’d cared about, until he’d met Cassandra, and even then, he’d been driven by his own need to have her. Still selfish, still reckless. 
But what if Griff was right and what he’d done to Cassandra really was an anomaly? What if what he’d felt for her really had been nothing but obsessive infatuation?
What if it wasn’t love?
Sophie’s face flashed through his mind, and he rubbed at the tightness in his chest. He desired her, of course. And he thought of her often—all the bloody time, if truth be told—and when he entered a room, it was her face he searched for first. Every time. 
But did this mean he loved her?
His feelings for Sophie were nothing like what he’d felt for his wife. He’d been desperate for Cassandra. He’d burned for her. But he’d also hurt her in his need to have her, and the thought of doing the same to Sophie…
No, he cared too much for her to hurt her like that. All he wanted was for her to be happy. He couldn’t remember feeling that way about Cassandra, but then, he didn’t remember giving much thought to her wants at all, until it was too late. Until it had no longer mattered.
He’d been too busy thinking of his own wants to consider hers, but with Sophie it was different. He wanted to show her every day that she was cherished. He wanted to share his life with her because he could not imagine sharing it with anyone else.
For the first time in three days, James smiled.
He loved her. He loved Sophie. 
And he had to win her back.




Chapter Thirty-Three
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Sophie snapped the book  shut with a frustrated sigh and let her head fall back against the arm of the sofa. Gothic novels were supposed to be diverting, but she’d been lying here in the drawing room trying to read this dratted book for nearly an hour, and she couldn’t seem to get past page three.
Not that it was the book’s fault.
She’d been doing a lot of trying to these last three days: trying to read, trying to sleep, trying to smile as if her heart hadn’t shattered into a thousand pieces on the Pendletons’ ballroom floor. 
Trying to forget.
Don’t think about him.
But it was too late. Thoughts of James filled her mind once again; the warmth in his kisses, the gentle touch of his hands, the husky way he said her name, as if it was precious to him. As if she was precious to him.
Tears burned her eyes, but she squeezed them shut, willing the weakness away. She would not cry for him. He did not love her, nor did he want her love. He wanted nothing to do with her now, as evidenced by his conspicuous absence these last two evenings.
A bubble of laughter spilled from her lips, unbidden. Apparently, her affections were so frightening they could send a grown man scurrying beneath his bed like a cowardly rat.
Well, so be it. She’d confessed her love for him, and she could not take it back. She’d had to do it, and she would not regret the decision, no matter how painful the outcome was proving to be. The only regret she felt was that in ending their engagement, she’d also ended their friendship; a friendship she’d grown to appreciate, and one she would miss. 
She would miss him. But it was better this way—for her heart, if nothing else.
“Sophie?”
Her head came up and she found Aunt Augusta standing over her, watching her expectantly.  
“Apologies, Aunt. I was woolgathering.” She forced a smile. It was all she seemed to do these days.
“I was saying—oh, never mind.” Aunt Augusta let out a sigh. “Set your book aside, my dear, and make room for your aunt. I would like to have a word with you.”
Dread snaked through Sophie’s belly, but she did as she was told, clearing a spot on the sofa. 
“Now, then...” Aunt Augusta turned to face her, resting her hands on her knees. “I know you do not wish to discuss what happened the other night, and I’ve tried my best to respect your wishes, but I’m worried about you. I wish you would talk to me.”
Sophie’s gaze fell to the book on her lap. “There is nothing to discuss. I’m fine.”
“Rubbish. I know you far too well to be fooled by your false smiles. You are not fine.”
Sophie sighed. She’d hoped her aunt would respect her wishes and refrain from asking questions, but she supposed this discussion had always been inevitable.
“You’re right,” she said softly. “I’m not fine. I’m—I’ve had a disappointment, and I am not terribly happy at the moment, but…I will get over it. Feelings fade. I’ll forget them soon enough.”
She would, wouldn’t she? She had to. She couldn’t feel this way forever. She would go mad.
“These feelings you mentioned...” Aunt Augusta’s eyes had gone soft. “Do they involve Dearborn?”
Sophie’s heart wrenched painfully. “It doesn’t matter,” she whispered. “It’s over. He—” She broke off with a shake of her head. 
“It matters to me,” Aunt Augusta said gently. “I think you need to talk about what happened, dearest. I think—”
“Please, Aunt. I know you’re worried about me, and I truly appreciate how much you care, but talk won’t change any of it. I have to move on.” She mustered a brave smile. “I have to focus on finding a husband while there’s still time left.”
Her aunt was silent for a long moment, her hazel eyes thoughtful and concerned, and Sophie was sure she would press her on the matter. 
But then she sighed, and patted Sophie’s hand, and said, “You’re right. As you said, what’s done is done, and now we must look to the future.”
“Right,” Sophie said. “And, speaking of the future, I thought I would wear my new lilac silk to Almack’s tomorrow night. I have it on good authority that lilac is Lord Waterstone’s favorite color.”
Aunt Augusta raised a brow. “Is it? On whose authority?”
“Emmy’s, of course.”
“Of course. I should have known.” Aunt Augusta shook her head. “How that girl comes by her information, I don’t know, but I appreciate it, all the same.”
Sophie chuckled. “So do I. And I think—”
A scratch at the door halted her words, and she turned as their bald, diminutive butler of indiscriminate age entered the room. 
“Yes, Jessup?” Aunt Augusta said. “What is it?”
“There is a gentleman here to see Miss Everett, my lady,” he said. “It is the Earl of Dearborn.”
Sophie’s smile faded and she felt the blood drain from her face.  
Surely, Jessup was mistaken. Surely he’d misheard the name the caller had given. She stared at the man, waiting for him to correct himself, but he only stood there, awaiting instruction, his face impassive, as if the Earl of Dearborn paid a call on her every day of the week.
Aunt Augusta gave Sophie’s hand a squeeze before rising to her feet. “Show him in, please, Jessup.”
Stunned, Sophie watched the butler leave from her seat on the sofa, her limbs frozen in place, even as her heart galloped like a herd of horses. What was he doing here? Why had he come? 
She didn’t want to see him. Not like this. Not here. Their next meeting was supposed to take place at a large dinner party, or perhaps the opera, where they could exchange a brief, polite greeting and then quickly go their separate ways. 
In a crowd, she could pretend nothing had happened, that all was normal. But here? In her aunt’s drawing room?
Here there was nowhere to hide.
“Breathe, Sophie,” Aunt Augusta whispered. “All will be well.”
She nodded, her eyes glued to the open doorway, as footsteps sounded from the corridor.
And then he walked through the door. James. Her heart wrenched at the sight of him, but she managed to rise to her feet, propelled by habit alone, and she forced a smile, the same one she’d employed so liberally these last two days. It was the only armor she had.
His eyes found hers, and they seemed to soften as he looked at her, as if he was happy to see her. As if he adored her above all else.
She tore her gaze from his, staring blindly at the brass inlay on the sofa table, admonishing her own foolishness.
He does not adore you. You are seeing what you want to see. 
“Dearborn, what a surprise it is to see you today,” Aunt Augusta said smoothly, filling the silence. “Do sit down. I shall ring for tea.”
Sophie sank onto the sofa and folded her hands in her lap. She could feel James’s eyes on her as he took the seat closest to hers, but she resisted the pull of his gaze. She could not look at him. If she did, her heart would make her see things that weren’t there. 
“Well, now,” Aunt Augusta said. “How are you, my lord? We missed you at the Fullertons’ dinner party last night.”
Sophie’s cheeks warmed. She wanted to deny it and tell him she hadn’t missed him at all. That, in fact, she hadn’t thought of him a single time the entire evening. 
But he would know it for the lie it was. She’d told him she loved him not three days ago, after all.
“Do forgive my absence, Lady Augusta,” he said. “I was...unexpectedly detained. I hope it was an enjoyable evening?”
“Oh, yes,” Aunt Augusta chirped. “We had a lovely time, didn’t we, Sophie?” 
She nodded stiffly. “Indeed. The food was marvelous.” Not that she would know. She’d barely eaten any of it. 
She could feel the pull of James’s gaze, willing her to look at him, but she refused to give in, and then the moment was blessedly interrupted by Mary’s arrival with tea. 
Silence descended over the room as Aunt Augusta began to pour, and for the first time in her life, Sophie wished she’d taken up embroidery. This would be so much easier if she had something to keep her eyes and hands busy. 
James accepted his cup of tea with a murmured thanks, and then he cleared his throat. “Lady Augusta, might I request a few moments alone with your niece?” 
Sophie froze, her cup halfway to her lips. What could he possibly have to say to her that would require privacy? Whatever it was, she was sure she had no wish to hear it. 
“I don’t see why that should be necessary,” she blurted out, her teacup clanking on her saucer. 
“I agree,” Aunt Augusta said firmly. “Whatever you wish to say, Dearborn, must be said in front of me.”
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With unsteady hands, he set his cup of tea on the table, and turned to face Sophie. She wouldn’t look at him, and he couldn’t blame her. He wanted to go to her, take her in his arms, beg her to forgive him. Plead with her to marry him.
He’d come here to tell her he loved her, that he couldn’t possibly live without her, but his tongue felt suddenly too big for his mouth, and he was petrified he’d bungle it.
What if she hated him? What if she’d decided he wasn’t worthy of her love?
He wasn’t, of course. He knew that already. 
But, damn it, he wanted to be. 
“Sophie, I…”
Her head came up, and, finally, her gaze met his. He felt it like a punch to the gut. Her eyes—her beautiful, expressive eyes—were guarded and wary, as if she didn’t trust him. 
But, then, why should she after the way he’d hurt her?
“Why are you here, James?” she asked. “What do you want?”
There was only one answer.  “You,” he said gruffly. “I want you.”
Twin slashes of red stained her cheeks, but she said nothing. 
“I need you, Sophie. I need you by my side, as my wife, as my beloved. I lov—”
“Don’t.” She shot to her feet, her hands clenched at her sides. “Don’t you dare say that.  Go home, James. Go away. Please.”
“No,” he said stubbornly, rising from his chair. “Not until I’ve said what I came here to say.”
Her chin came up. “I don’t want to hear what you have to say. I’ve heard enough already.”
She was upset with him. Understandably so. He’d been an ass, and he’d hurt her. Regret knifed through him, swift and sharp. “I love you, Sophie,” he said, the words hoarse, inelegant.
She shook her head. “You don’t.”
“I do. Please, sweetheart, I—” 
“Enough.” Her voice was calm, almost detached, but her eyes—her eyes were furious. “I believe you genuinely wish to marry me, and I can even believe you’ve grown to care for me, but...love?” She shook her head. “That I cannot believe.” 
He started to speak, to protest, but her raised hand cut him short.   
“You might be able to say the words,” she said, “but I saw the look on your face when I told you how I felt. I saw the annoyance in your eyes, the distaste, and I can’t—” Her voice broke, and she pressed her lips together as her eyes filled with tears. 
Despair tore at him. Damn it, he was losing her.
“Sophie, please. I—”
But she was already shaking her head in that stubborn way of hers, and when she spoke, her voice was firm and steady. “I’m sorry, but I cannot marry you. I hope you understand and I…I wish you well.”
James just stood there, staring at her, his mind working furiously to find a way to repair what he’d broken, to make her see that he was sincere, that he loved her more than he’d loved anything, or anyone, ever before.
But then Lady Augusta rose from the sofa, signaling an end to the conversation. “I’m afraid I will have to ask you to leave now, Dearborn,” she said quietly. “It is later than I thought, and there is still much to be done before tonight.”
She was watching him closely, as if gauging his sincerity, but her eyes were sympathetic, and he sensed in her a reluctant ally.
Not that it made a damned bit of difference. Lady Augusta would never force Sophie to do something she didn’t want to do—at least, not without good reason.
Of course...he could give her a good reason, couldn’t he? One she knew nothing about. And if he gave her this reason, she would have to force Sophie to marry him and then he would—no. Damn it, no. He couldn’t do that to Sophie. It was wrong, and she would never forgive him.  
But you took her virtue, a voice in his head whispered. She is yours. Claim her.
He shoved the voice away, disgusted with his own weakness. He wanted her, yes, but he would not force her to marry him. He’d done that once before, and he’d vowed never to hurt anyone that way again. Sophie deserved better than that. She deserved the very best, in fact, even if the very best wasn’t him. 
And so, with one final glance at Sophie’s lovely face, he sketched a bow then turned and quit the room. He made his way down the corridor on unsteady legs, his head in a fog, his heart thumping painfully in his chest. 
He had lost her. 
She’d given him her heart and like a bloody fool he’d tossed it away. He’d had her, and now she was lost to him.  




Chapter Thirty-Four
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An evening at Vauxhall  Gardens was the one event of the Season Sophie most looked forward to. She’d adored the pleasure gardens the moment she first set foot in them the year she made her come-out, and their annual visit was a treat she anticipated all year long. 
Tonight, however, she barely heard the orchestra play, and the hanging lamps held no magic for her. 
She studied the crowd dully from her seat in their supper box, absentmindedly tearing at a slice of bread. She wasn’t hungry, but she couldn’t seem to keep her hands still. 
James would be here tonight, and she would have to see him again, so soon after…
Her eyes closed briefly as his words from this afternoon replayed in her mind for the thousandth time.
I love you, Sophie. I need you by my side. As my wife, my beloved.
Why had he said those things to her? Why couldn’t he have left well enough alone? Aunt Augusta was so certain he’d been sincere, but she didn’t know what Sophie knew. She didn’t know that James couldn’t possibly love her, that he wanted nothing to do with love. 
She hated him for lying, hated that he’d used those words on her, as if they were a tool, a means to achieve his goal. She hated even more that her eyes still searched for him in the crowd. That her heart still yearned to see him.
Would she ever stop looking for him? Would she ever stop loving him?
“Sophie, are you all right?”
Olivia’s voice made her jump, but she quickly schooled her features. “I’m perfectly all right,” she lied. “Why do you ask?”
“Because usually, you eat your food. I’ve never known you to terrorize it.”
She looked down at her plate and stared at the mound of shredded bread in front of her. There were crumbs everywhere, littering the table linen, her gloves, her lap. 
“I’m...not very hungry,” she said lamely, pushing the plate away. 
“Hm.” Olivia’s stare was probing. “And here I thought it was nerves over seeing Dearborn again. Aunt Augusta told me what happened this afternoon.”
Sophie sighed. “I wish she hadn’t.”
“She’s worried about you. And so am I.”
A knot formed in her throat as she brushed at the crumbs in her lap, lingering over the task to avoid meeting her cousin’s eyes. “There is no need for you to worry. I’m fine.”
But she wasn’t fine. Not yet anyway. Maybe not ever. 
She couldn’t say this to her cousin, though. She had to be strong for her. She’d always been strong for her, and nothing would change that, not even a broken heart.
“I don’t understand you,” Olivia muttered. “A rich and handsome earl wants to marry you—an earl who also happens to adore you—and you refuse him. Why?”
“Because—because I can’t marry him,” she said. “Can we not leave it at that?”
“But he cares for you,” Olivia said softly. “And I’ve seen how happy he makes you.”
Sophie couldn’t deny it. He had made her happy. She loved being with him, loved his mischievous grin, his wicked sense of humor. The way he listened when she talked, with interest in his eyes, as if he wanted to know her every thought and opinion. As if he found her the most fascinating creature in the world.
But had any of it been real? 
“It wasn’t enough, Livvy,” she said, her heart wrenching. “He doesn’t want a true marriage. He wants an easy solution to his problem. That’s why he wanted to marry me.”
“That is utter nonsense, and you know it,” Olivia said, setting her fork on her plate with a sharp clank. “Dearborn is a wealthy, powerful earl. That was his easy solution. Practically every unmarried lady in London has been after him since the Season began. All he had to do was let himself be caught by one of them, but he didn’t. He was too busy going after you. And that has definitely not been easy.”
Sophie’s gaze fell to the table. “None of that means he loves me.”
“Maybe not. But I happen to believe he does.”
“Why? Because he said the words? Anyone can say them.”
Olivia shook her head. “No,” she said. “Because of the way he’s looking at you right now.”
Sophie’s head came up, and she scanned the sea of faces, her heart pounding, until—oh, God. There he was. At the rotunda with Emmy and Lady Keswick. 
Their eyes met and her heart stuttered at the warmth in his gaze, the way his eyes glittered, as if she was all he saw. She tried to swallow past the knot in her throat. Even from across the room, he made her knees weaken. She wanted to go to him and tell him she’d changed her mind, that she would marry him. That she loved him.
Desperately, she wrenched her gaze away, gripping her skirts beneath the table until her knuckles turned white. 
Don’t be a fool, she admonished. He does not love you. He cannot. 
“Look at him, Sophie,” Olivia whispered. “He’s mad about you. Can’t you see it?”
It was easy to understand how her cousin had drawn such a conclusion. James was so good at gazing at her as if he adored her. If she didn’t know better, she might even believe it herself. 
“It isn’t as simple as that, Livvy. I wish it were.”
“Maybe it isn’t,” she said with a sigh. “Maybe I don’t know everything that’s happened between you, but I do know that you love him, and my own two eyes tell me he loves you. And I’m afraid you’re making a mistake.” Her blue eyes, usually so merry, were bright with concern. “What if you’re wrong? What if he does love you, but you realize it too late and lose him for good?”
Her heart squeezed painfully, but she pushed the feeling away. “I’m not wrong. He doesn’t love me, and even though I love him, it won’t last forever. I’ll have a husband to think of soon, and children, and James will—”
James will marry someone else.
Each word was a slice to her heart, and she couldn’t bring herself to say them aloud.
“James will have to marry someone else, yes,” Olivia said, reading her mind. “And Lady Annabel look more than ready to take your place.” 
Helplessly, Sophie followed her cousin’s gaze. Lady Annabel was smiling up at James, flirting prettily, looking beautiful in her satin gown the color of marigolds. She’d certainly wasted no time in approaching him, she thought bitterly. 
Of course, she hadn’t. The lady was no fool. James was everything a woman could want in a husband, and Lady Annabel was everything he required. Gracious, elegant, stunning. Everything Sophie wasn’t.  
She watched as James smiled down at the young lady, and jealousy, sharp and unpleasant, unfurled within her. She wanted those smiles for herself. She wanted every kiss, every seductive glance, every wicked word his beautiful lips would utter. 
But he was not hers to want. James would marry Lady Annabel, or some other young lady equally as perfect, and that right would belong to her. She would receive all the pieces of him Sophie so desperately wanted for herself.
God, how would she bear it? How would she bear watching him marry another woman? Raising a family with her?
Panic seized her chest, choking a gasp from her throat, and she shot to her feet. She could not cry here. She would not. She had to leave. 
“Sophie? Where are you going? You’ve gone pale.” Olivia’s voice sounded far away.
“I—I need some air,” she forced out. “I’ll be back shortly.”
Olivia’s eyes were wide with worry, but she only nodded and said, “Please be careful. And don’t tarry.”
Sophie exited the supper box and made for the trees, hurrying away from the crowd, away from James and his perfect, would-be bride. Away from everything she wanted and could not have.
Slipping into the copse of trees, her pace quickened as she delved deeper into the wood, into the darkness. Run. Run away before you fall apart. But no matter how quickly she moved, or how far her feet carried her, she could not outrun her tears, or the image of James gifting his smile to another.
Would he dance with Annabel tonight? Would they share a meal together? Or would he steal her away to a secluded spot and sample the lady’s kiss?
Her gasps gave way to sobs, and she slowed when she could no longer see the path through her tears. She fell back against the trunk of a tree and closed her eyes, resting her head against the smooth bark.
Was this where he would bring her? To this very tree? It was quiet here, and the moon shone low in the sky, soft and golden. It was the perfect spot for a tryst. Perhaps she should tell him about it.
A burble of laughter caught in her throat, choking her, and then the tears came again, streaking down her cheeks. He would kiss someone new soon. Maybe Lady Annabel. Maybe someone else. The thought sent a fresh wave of pain rolling through her.
Would he enjoy kissing his new wife? Would he kiss her as passionately, as tenderly, as he’d kissed Sophie? 
Or had she imagined all of it?
Perhaps none of it was real. Maybe he kissed every woman as if he craved her more than anything else in the world. And if he did, what did it matter? He wasn’t hers, and he never would be. He would belong to someone else soon, and no amount of wondering or wishing could change that.
No amount of running away would change it, either. 
She brushed angrily at her cheeks, swiping away all evidence of her weakness. Apparently, this was what love did to a person. It turned an otherwise sensible young woman into an irrational, weeping mess. 
Well, she’d had enough of it. She wanted nothing more to do with this person she’d become, nothing more to do with love, period. It was time she composed herself and returned to the ball before her absence was noted. 
She could do this. All she had to do was ignore James, paste a grin to her lips, and pretend she was having a perfectly marvelous time. And then she would repeat the same steps tomorrow, and the next day, and the day after that, until she didn’t have to pretend anymore.
With one last breath for courage, she pushed off the tree, turning to head back through the wood—
And froze.
“James,” she whispered. 
He stood not ten feet away, limned in shadow, his dark gaze locked on hers. Her heart kicked up a frantic beat.
He’d come looking for her. 




Chapter Thirty-Five
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Thank God she was  unharmed. 
James had been watching Sophie as she’d left the supper box, had seen the stricken expression on her face and knew instantly something was wrong. He’d tracked her progress as she made her way through the crowd and into the maze of hedgerows, away from the safety of the ball, and immediately he’d gone after her.
She would not welcome his interference, but he didn’t care. He only cared that she was safe. 
Looking at her now, he could see she was unharmed, and the tension left his shoulders. He could breathe again.
“What are you doing here, James? Why did you follow me?” Her face was impassive, but her tone was decidedly unhappy.
“It’s dangerous here,” he said, taking another step toward her. “You shouldn’t be out here alone. You might have been harmed.”
She threw him an exasperated frown. “I am perfectly capable of taking care of myself. You may return to the ball now.”
The hint was not a subtle one, but he ignored it. He would not leave her here alone, no matter that she wanted him to. “I won’t leave without you,” he said. “Please allow me to escort you back.”
“Thank you, but, no. That will not be necessary.”
“Sophie—”
“No.” Her chin jutted out. “You forget yourself, my lord. I am no longer your responsibility.”
“I know,” he said quietly. “But I want you to be.”
She turned away, obscuring her face, but he caught the flash of anguish in her eyes. “Please don’t say such things. I cannot bear it—” Her voice broke, and she drew in a shaky breath. “Please go. Please, just…leave me be.”
He went to her instead, and cupped her chin in one hand, urging her to look at him. Her gaze rose to his, and he felt it like a jolt, the torment blazing in those green depths. Moonlight caressed her face, and her long lashes glistened as if wet and—ah, hell. She’d come out here to cry. 
A tear slid down her cheek, and he caught it with his thumb, his chest tight and aching. “I’m sorry, Sophie. I…” He barely recognized the strangled, agonized voice as his own.  
“You’re right,” she said, taking a hasty step back. “We should return to the ball.”
She brushed the backs of her hands against her cheeks and stepped around him, intending to leave, but, damn it all, he couldn’t let her go like this. He couldn’t let her go without trying again. He might never have another chance.
“Wait,” he rasped, going after her. He closed the distance in three strides and stepped in front of her, blocking her path. 
“Let me pass,” she demanded, her voice trembling. 
“Sophie, please. Let me speak.” His hands clenched with the urge to reach for her. “Grant me five minutes. That’s all I ask.”
“Why? So, you can repeat all those lovely lies you spouted earlier?” She shook her head, her jaw clenched mulishly. “You don’t love me, James. Please accept my refusal.”
“That’s the second time you’ve used those words,” he said, exasperated. “Suppose you tell me why you’re so bloody certain I don’t love you.”
“Because you’re willing to marry me,” she said flatly. “And the only sort of woman you will marry is one you will never love. You said so yourself.”
He had no memory of telling her this, but it hardly seemed important now. 
“That was my intention, yes,” he said. “After what I did to Cassandra…” He raked a hand through his hair, searching for the right words. “I wanted nothing more to do with love—I didn’t trust it, or myself—so, when I decided to marry again, I set out to find a bride who would want nothing from me but my title and money.” 
A soft smile touched his lips. “But then came Lady Keswick’s house party, and I met you again, and I—”
“And you tried to court my cousin,” she finished for him, crossing her arms over her chest. “And then the Season began, and you tried to court every other marriageable lady in Town.”
Every other marriageable lady except for her. The unspoken words hung in the air between them. 
“I was a fool,” James said. “A blind fool. Night after night, searching for a bride, and too stupid to realize I’d already found the perfect woman for me.” 
He stepped closer to her, his heart thudding against his ribcage, slow and leaden. “I met many young ladies these last few weeks, most of whom were exactly what I’d set out to find in a bride.” He reached up and caressed her cheek with his thumb. “But none of them were you, Sophie. None of them had your sharp mind, or your sly wit. Or your rare, beautiful smile.” 
Her eyes softened, just for a moment, but then she gave a little shake of her head and her gaze fell to the ground. 
“You are afraid to trust me,” he said, laying out the bitter truth. “You confessed your feelings and I reacted badly. I didn’t want to hear it. And I didn’t want to admit my feelings for you because I thought if I loved you, I would hurt you. Like I hurt Cassandra.”
Sophie’s gaze met his, searching, shining with emotion, though he couldn’t interpret the feeling. His chest tightened, but he forced himself to continue. “I’m not the same man I was then,” he said gruffly. “I see that now.” He caught her hands in his, smoothing his thumbs over her icy knuckles. 
“I’m so sorry for hurting you, Sophie. I cannot promise it will never happen again, but I can promise to take care of you, and keep you safe. And love you. Please give me the chance to prove it to you.”
[image: image-placeholder]Sophie closed her eyes briefly in a futile attempt to steel her heart against the tenderness in James’s eyes, but it was no use. She’d seen it, she’d heard his promises, and though her mind cautioned against believing him, her heart said something else entirely.
Say yes, it urged. You love him, and he loves you. 
Say yes before it’s too late.
She was tempted. Truly, she was. But she wasn’t ready to trust him again, or her own heart, no matter how much she wanted to. 
Gently slipping her hands from his, she clasped them tightly at her front and stepped back, trying to gather her wits about her. 
“I want to believe you, James,” she said softly. “My heart is urging me to, but…” She trailed off with a shake of her head. “I’m not like Emmy and Olivia. They have always been bold and brave, where I am quiet and cautious. I don’t know if I was always this way, or if I changed after my parents died. I don’t remember much from that time, but”—she gave him a small smile—“I do remember when I first met you. I remember how you made me feel, how you made me want to be bold and fearless...” 
Her gaze fell to his cravat, where it was safer. Where she could think. 
“You still make me feel that way,” she whispered. “And it scares me. I want so badly to give in, to say yes to you, but even if I could believe you loved me, I would always wonder if you loved Cassandra more. If you wished it was her by your side instead of me. And I can’t live like that. I won’t.”
James nudged her chin up until her eyes met his. “I don’t love Cassandra,” he said, his voice as unwavering as his gaze. “I don’t think I ever did. She was a beautiful woman and I wanted her, but it was a young man’s infatuation, and it died a long time ago.”
Sophie searched his eyes, looking for the truth, wanting so much to believe him. “But…how do you know what you feel for me is different? How do you know it’s more?”
His eyes softened with his smile. “Because I’m happy when I’m with you.” 
He took her by the hands again, urging her closer, and she went willingly, mesmerized by the fierce tenderness in his eyes.
“I barely knew Cassandra,” he said quietly. “I was married to her, yes, but I knew nothing of her thoughts, her interests. The truth is, I didn’t care to know. I knew she was beautiful, and that she was mine.” James brought her hands to his lips, brushed a kiss to her knuckles. “I just want to be yours, Sophie.”
His voice was earnest and rough with feeling. “I love you. Only you. I love your insults and your opinions and your laughter. I crave your smiles.” He leaned down and touched his forehead to hers. “I crave you. And I want to spend the rest of my days showing you how cherished you are.”
There was so much love in his eyes it stole her breath, and then he was pulling her in, wrapping her up in the warmth of his arms, and she thought her heart would burst with too much happiness. 
“I thought you were lost to me,” she whispered, gazing up at his beloved face. “Sending you away was the most difficult thing I’ve ever done. I wanted you so much, but I was afraid to let myself hope that you could love me, and I—I couldn’t take your name if I couldn’t have your heart with it.”
“You have it, sweetheart.” He pressed a kiss to her temple, her cheek. “My heart is yours. Always.”
Sophie went up on her toes and brushed a kiss to his lips. “I should like your name, too, if you’ll share it with me.”
He bent down for another all-too-brief kiss. “Was that an offer of marriage, Miss Everett?” His voice was huskier now, and his hands had begun to ease down her back with wicked intent.
“It was,” she said, gasping when he gave her hips a squeeze. “But before you answer, I think you should know…I intend to be a shamelessly demanding wife.”
His gaze warmed. “Excellent. I accept.”
She was smiling when his mouth captured hers, and they kissed there in the quiet night air for several pleasurable minutes—thorough, leisurely kisses that made her knees weak and her pulse race.
“We should head back,” he said, the words reluctant. “Before your family starts to worry.”
The look in his eyes, desirous and adoring, made Sophie’s heart sing, and she went up on tiptoe to press another kiss to his lips. “I would rather stay here with you.”
“I would rather take you home. To my bed,” he growled, kissing her again. 
A thrill of anticipation shot through her at the words. His bed, his home; they would be hers soon, too.
He would be hers.
She wrapped her arms around his waist and laid her cheek against the silk of his waistcoat, breathing him in. Spice and sandalwood. Happiness and love.
“I love you, James,” she said softly. And then she pulled back so she could gaze into his beautiful eyes and say the words again, needing him to hear them, to see that she meant them with all her heart. 
“I don’t deserve it,” he said, his voice gruff with emotion. “I don’t deserve you. But I promise I’ll spend the rest of my days trying to.” 
He pressed his brow to hers, his eyes twinkling. “And I think you should know,” he said, mimicking her earlier words, “I intend to be an exceedingly generous husband. Anything you want, whatever you need, it’s yours.”
“I have you,” she whispered. “What more could I possibly need?”




Epilogue
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Falconridge Manor ~ Two Years Later


Slipping into the darkened  nursery, Sophie crept past the dozing nursemaid and tiptoed her way to the cradle. She knew she shouldn’t wake him, but she couldn’t seem to help herself. 
She had to see him, had to confirm with her own two eyes that her son was safe and well. 
She needn’t have worried, though. Little Thomas—named after Sophie’s father—was wide awake, peering up at her with bright, curious eyes; the most beautiful brown eyes she’d ever seen. 
His father’s eyes. 
“Good afternoon, little one,” she whispered. “Shall we go see what your papa is up to?” 
Thomas blinked, which Sophie interpreted as tacit approval of the idea, so she reached into his cradle and picked him up, tucking him against her breast. Such a tiny little bundle, her Thomas. Twelve weeks old, and absolutely perfect in every way. 
The pair left the nursery and made their way down the quiet corridor, the late afternoon sun beaming in through the windows, casting shadows on the walls, as Thomas’s eyes roved over everything, taking it all in. 
Sophie’s heart beat a happy rhythm as she slowly descended the stairs, the carpet against her bare feet making her think of James’s overly-protective nature. 
During her confinement, he’d insisted she wear stockings at all times, even in bed, for fear she would catch a chill. She’d resisted, of course—she couldn’t have him believing he was in charge, after all—but her efforts were half-hearted at best. 
Truth be told, she’d rather enjoyed being coddled by her big bear of a husband.
She and Thomas reached James’s study and Sophie nudged the door open with her elbow. He was likely still hard at work, but she went in, anyway, knowing he would welcome the interruption. He always did. 
But James wasn’t sitting at his desk, as she’d expected. He was at the window instead, leaning against the wall with his hands in his pockets, gazing out at the grounds below.
“What do you think has your papa so pensive?” Sophie murmured to Thomas. “Shall we ask him?” 
James turned from the window, a smile curving his lips, and he was so handsome her breath caught in her throat. Nearly two years married, and he still made her pulse skip a beat.
He crossed the room to greet them, leaning down to give Sophie a lingering kiss before gathering Thomas in his arms, and she watched, her heart glowing, as he gazed upon their son with adoring eyes.
All those worries from before, all those fears, proved to be unwarranted. James was a wonderful father; loving and patient and interested, and determined to be involved.
He was a wonderful husband, too, and—true to his word—an exceedingly generous one. A blush warmed her cheeks as she thought of just how generous he’d been earlier today on the sofa in the library. 
“You are one lucky little boy,” James murmured, gazing down at his heir. “You have the cleverest, most beautiful mother in the entire world. Did you know that?”
Sophie’s eyes welled with tears because she knew he believed it. She knew he loved her. He made her feel adored and cherished every day, just as he’d promised he would. 
She was the lucky one.
“He has the most wonderful father in the world, too,” she said, going up on tiptoe to kiss his cheek. “Now, will you please tell me what had you looking so serious a moment ago? Is anything wrong?”
His eyes dimmed. “A letter came today from my mother,” he said. “She’s accepted our invitation.” 
Sophie’s heart squeezed at the vulnerability she saw in his eyes, the trepidation over seeing his mother again. “When is she coming?” she asked.
“Next month.” 
At Sophie’s urging, James had written to his mother some weeks ago to tell her they were expecting their first child, and the two had begun corresponding. Sophie had suggested he invite her to stay with them for an extended visit to meet her first grandchild and—hopefully—mend her relationship with her only son in the process. 
James had been so certain his mother would refuse, and Sophie suspected a part of him had hoped she would. 
“People can change,” she said to him, her voice gentle. “You may never form a close bond with her, but at least you are trying. And it seems she would like to try, as well.” 
“We’ll see.” He leaned down to kiss Thomas’s forehead, and their son burbled happily, clenching his tiny fists in the air.
“She’s your mother, James,” she said, touching his arm. “She loves you.”
He shook his head. “How can you be so certain?” 
“Because you are undeniably lovable.”
His eyes crinkled at the corners. “Am I?”
She arched a brow at him, brooking no argument. “Your wife loves you, does she not? And she is never wrong.”
James’s lips twitched. “So she keeps telling me.”
“Only when you need to be reminded of it,” she said, smiling sweetly.
Laughing, he leaned down and kissed her until she was breathless. Then he pulled back, his gaze sobering. “I love you,” he said, his voice rasping. “You and Thomas…you are my life. My heart.”
Sophie cupped his cheek with trembling fingers. “I love you, too,” she said. “I love you more.”
He smiled. “More than lemon tarts?”
“No,” she whispered. “More than anything.”
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Thank you so much for reading my debut novel! I hope you enjoyed James and Sophie’s happily-ever-after. If you did, would you consider leaving a review? It would be so appreciated! 
Thank you again for reading Earl of My Dreams, and if you would like to be updated on future releases (including Book Two in the Romancing the Rogue series—Olivia and Griffin’s story!) visit www.sylviesinclair.com to join my mailing list!
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