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			CHAPTER ONE

			The Summers Ball

			London, 1812

			“It’s like a fairy tale! One moment Lucy is a younger daughter with virtually no dowry, and the next she’s an heiress,” exclaimed Mrs. Martha Brindle, sitting down beside her sister. “You truly had no idea that Towerton’s great aunt planned to leave her a fortune?”

			“Not the faintest,” Lady Towerton replied, shaking open her fan and poising it before her face so that she could speak freely. “The truth is that I only met his aunt once, and though I’ve wracked my brains, I can’t recall that she paid the children any particular attention. We presume that she must have fixed on Lucy as the only unmarried girl in the family.”

			“I wonder if she would have changed her will had she known that Lucy is to marry? Her fiancé must be very pleased.”

			Lady Towerton’s triumphant smile evaporated. “The very first thing my daughter will do—this evening, if Ravensthorpe makes an appearance—is bring to an end that wretched betrothal. I am glad to say that she can now look considerably higher. We look for a title at the very least. A connection such as that is beneath her, beneath any member of my family.”

			There was a short pause while Mrs. Brindle reminded herself that her sister Agnes had faced tribulations that mitigated her tactless snobbery. “They haven’t been betrothed long, have they?”

			“A matter of weeks. Towerton and I insisted on a long betrothal, given the connection, as you can surely understand. I most dislike associating with the merchant classes, let alone giving my daughter to a man of that caste.”

			Mrs. Brindle opened her mouth to make a sharp comment about their own ancestors, but thought better of it. “You speak as if she were moving to Bermuda, Sister,” she tried instead. “By all accounts Ravensthorpe is absurdly wealthy; he may well buy her a house in Grosvenor Square next to yours.”

			“You know how I feel about the sort of scandal that hangs over that family,” Lady Towerton said with a sniff. “What’s more, Ravensthorpe is no more than a glorified tradesman. I understand he made the money himself. It certainly isn’t from the family; as a solicitor, his father likely lives on his wife’s dowry. I could not have associated with Lucy on a social basis had she married him, no matter where she lived. Not in the same way.”

			Mrs. Brindle opened her own fan and lowered her voice. “But to be absolutely candid with you, Agnes, not every man would be comfortable marrying dearest Lucy. Are you quite certain you should cut this tie? After all, a bird in the hand, as they say. It’s three years since her debut.”

			Lady Towerton narrowed her eyes. “I’m sure I don’t know what you’re saying, Martha. Now that Lucy is dowered as befits her birth, I am quite certain that gentlemen will flock to her side.”

			“How does she feel about the prospect of breaking her engagement? He’s so handsome, isn’t he? Mr. Ravensthorpe, I mean.”

			“Handsome is as handsome does. As I said, he’s a man of no birth—”

			“But what a fortune!” Mrs. Brindle put in. She was starting to enjoy herself; wrangling with Agnes brought her back to the schoolroom.

			“Lucy no longer need entertain such concerns. We no longer need lower ourselves in order to secure her future.”

			“True. Yet when a man has Ravensthorpe’s looks, he doesn’t need a title to make a girl fall in love with him.” Mrs. Brindle gave her sister a knowing smile.

			“Lucy would never fall in love with a man so beneath her in blood.” Lady Towerton snapped her fan shut. “Never!”

		

	


	
		
			 

			CHAPTER TWO

			One can hardly blame Lady Towerton for her ignorance. Mothers are rarely informed when their daughters have fallen into an ignominious, bewildering, and altogether overwhelming infatuation.

			“She told me that I must break it off tonight,” Lucy said to her friend, Miss Olivia Mayfield Lytton. Not having seen each other in some time, they had hidden themselves behind three potted palms. Lady Summers was suffering from a mania for all things Egyptian, which had resulted in palm trees lining the ballroom like a row of dowagers in extravagant plumes. “Needless to say, she did not ask for my opinion,” Lucy added.

			“Because of your great aunt’s bequest?” Olivia asked.

			“Mother is entertaining fantasies about my ability to catch a title—which is absurd, though I can’t seem to make her understand it. Just look at me!” Lucy swept her hand down her body. “The size of my dowry isn’t enough to disguise my height.”

			“You’re lovely,” Olivia said with conviction. “And you’re an heiress now. Your mother is right.”

			Lucy rolled her eyes. “Be serious. There’s a reason that no one dances with me. Do you see this gown, Olivia?”

			“To see it is to covet it,” Olivia said promptly. “I adore the pleats on your sleeves. All that embroidery isn’t really done with pearls, is it?”

			“Pearls? My father would never pay for pearls. They’re glass beads.”

			“My mother still refuses to allow me to wear any color other than white, which makes me look as round as an egg. An ostrich egg. Whereas you look wonderful in that violet-blue color.”

			“My point is that when we ordered it, the modiste made a joke to the effect that I would have the only dress this color in London, since she had to use the entire bolt to make my gown. And that is nothing to the sort of jests that men made regularly in the days when my mother was forcing every eligible male in the room to dance with me. If I break it off with Ravensthorpe, I’ll have to face all that over again.” She shuddered.

			“Those men are absurd to focus on something so trivial. Your eyes are a lovely silvery blue. I’ve never seen anything quite like them. And your hair is a fashionable color too, for all it won’t take a curl. Men like yellow hair.”

			“Don’t!” Lucy said it rather savagely. “I should have one friend at least who can acknowledge the truth, Olivia. I’m practically a giantess compared to most of the ladies in this room. Most gentlemen do not want to marry someone as tall as me; they don’t even want to dance with me.” It was liberating to say it aloud, though it didn’t make the truth any less disagreeable.

			Olivia opened her mouth, then closed it. “Ravensthorpe does,” she said after a moment. “He’s a normal man.”

			“He wants me merely because he is trying to become respectable,” Lucy replied, her voice wavering a bit, to her horror. She’d already cried herself sick that morning; she couldn’t break out again in the middle of a ball. “He’s on the tall side himself, so he doesn’t mind as much.” She stripped off her gloves and began looking for a handkerchief. “Do you know, I’ve done nothing but cry since I heard the news? That has to be a first: woman goes into a blue funk due to becoming an heiress.”

			“Ravensthorpe is wickedly handsome,” Olivia said, passing her a handkerchief when Lucy couldn’t seem to find one in her reticule, “as well as taller than you, and I think he wants you for more than respectability, and I mean that in the best possible sense.”

			Lucy surprised herself with a watery chuckle. “You would be wrong. The last six weeks have been like some sort of lovely dream. I kept waiting for him to realize he could do so much better and drop me like a hot brick.”

			“No, he couldn’t,” Olivia exclaimed. “For goodness’ sake, Lucy, he asked you to marry him. The man is enamored.”

			“No. He’s not,” Lucy said flatly. “He hasn’t tried to kiss me, or even speak to me in private.”

			Olivia frowned. “But you’ve been engaged for weeks! Are you saying that you haven’t even seen him since the proposal? I did wonder why you were still referring to him as Ravensthorpe; it seems so formal.”

			“I think of him as Ravensthorpe, which tells you a good deal about our betrothal. At any rate, I have indeed seen him. Six times, to be precise. The very day after my father accepted his request for my hand, he brought me a letter from his parents, welcoming me to the family.”

			“Very proper. Though it’s rather odd that they didn’t pay you a call in person. They live just outside London, do they not?”

			“Yes, but they don’t move in society. I don’t know all the details but I gather his mother caused a huge scandal by falling in love with the family solicitor. I think they might even have run to Gretna Green. My mother is rather horrid about it and insists that Cyrus was born several months too early.”

			“ ‘Family solicitor’ isn’t quite accurate,” Olivia exclaimed. “Mr. Ravensthorpe, Sr., is famous. I follow all his cases, if only to shock my mother with details of the criminal classes. At any rate, that scandal was years ago. Surely people have forgotten.”

			Lucy threw her a look. “Not my mother. She chucked their letter into the fire in front of him, and then said—in the most unconvincing voice imaginable—that it flew from her hand.”

			“Truly?” Olivia’s jaw actually fell open for a second before she snapped it shut. “Your mother is very lively. And I mean that word too in the best possible sense, naturally.”

			“Neither of us is fortunate in that department,” Lucy said, but kindly, as she rather thought that Olivia’s mother was even more impossible than her own. “The letter incident cast a bit of a pall over the room, as you can imagine.”

			“Actually, I can’t imagine. Do you suppose that your mother and Ravensthorpe’s could have been deadly rivals thirty years ago? Her reaction seems out of proportion.”

			“As the daughter of an earl, his mother would have been of higher rank than mine, so it’s quite possible. My mother dislikes people of higher status than herself only slightly more than she loathes those of lower status.”

			“Whereas my mother worships anyone of any rank whatsoever.” Olivia pulled back a palm frond. “Look, your mother and aunt are surrounded by bachelors, which suggests that the news of your good fortune is spreading.”

			“Just look at the way she’s chattering to Lord Bessleton,” Lucy said gloomily. “She looks like a butcher’s wife boasting about a good cut of beef.”

			“You being the beef in question?”

			“Moo.”

			Olivia let the frond fall back into place. “Let’s go back to Ravensthorpe. Did his blood boil at the insult to his mother?”

			“Not so you’d notice. We played a rather dispirited game of backgammon. Then he left, without reiterating his proposal in person, as I had expected him to do.”

			“Did you win? I would hate it if only your friends fell before your fiendish game-playing skills.”

			“I did win. But I turn silent and quite unlike myself around him, Olivia. He’s as beautiful up close as he is across the room. It does something to my brain and I can’t say a word.”

			Olivia raised an eyebrow. “I don’t see the problem. That’s just what I would like in a marriage: a daily opportunity to ogle a beautiful man.”

			“It’s a good thing your mother didn’t hear that,” Lucy remarked.

			“Yes, it’s quite amazing how I continue to shock my mother even after all these years together,” Olivia agreed.

			“The worst of it is that Mother would have allowed us to take a stroll in the garden or a ride in the park, but he has never asked,” Lucy burst out. “And I’m not brave enough to suggest it. For the past few weeks he has paid us a morning call once a week, during visiting hours, stayed for precisely forty minutes, and then left. Politely.”

			“He hasn’t even escorted you to a ball? Or taken you to Vauxhall? Or even an outing in the park?”

			“No. Generally we have a cup of tea, and then I take out the backgammon board, because it’s just so awkward to sit there with my mother airing her disdain at every opportunity.”

			Olivia shuddered. “It sounds perfectly dreadful. Haven’t you talked about anything?”

			“We did have a discussion about Lord Byron’s poetry two weeks ago. He thinks that it’s strident, self-indulgent, and overemotional, and he thinks even worse of Byron himself. Needless to say, the topic was quickly exhausted, and I haven’t dared to bring up literature since.”

			“Most men don’t like poetry,” Olivia pointed out. “It’s a defect in their sex, but he’s hardly singular.”

			“It’s just so frustrating because he doesn’t say anything when we’re together. And I’m tongue-tied by the mere sight of him. So we sit in stony silence and move game pieces around.”

			“I don’t think I’d mind a silent man if he had a face like your fiancé’s,” Olivia said with a naughty chuckle. “He sounds like a pretty statue that you can gaze at all you like without having to bother with listening to rot about his horses or his carriage or his new cravat.”

			“You are growing far too cynical,” Lucy said, narrowing her eyes.

			“One must accept one’s limitations with a humble heart,” Olivia replied, looking anything but remorseful. “You should stop fussing about your fiancé being quiet, Lucy. Just imagine how irritating it would be if one’s fiancé—soon to be husband—rattled on all the time, like some men whom I know.”

			“But that’s the point! Ravensthorpe is not my fiancé anymore,” Lucy said, her throat tightening again. “I do think that over time I could have talked him into meeting my eyes—because most of the time he doesn’t, Olivia. He just looks off into the distance as if I were boring him to distraction—at any rate, I . . . I would have loved to try. But now Mother says that I must break off our betrothal immediately.”

			“And you don’t want to break it off.”

			“Would you?” Lucy met Olivia’s eyes. “No man like Ravensthorpe has ever looked at me. I’m not only the same height as most men, but I don’t light up a room. I’m boring. I can’t make men laugh, the way you do.”

			“You are not boring!” Olivia said indignantly. “At least, you aren’t when you stop talking about how tall you are. Honestly, you’re just like my sister. The two of you are so perfectly behaved that you never act like normal people around your suitors.”

			“It seems to have escaped your notice that Georgiana and I don’t have suitors. We’re both wallflowers, but at least she’s of normal height. Where is Georgiana tonight?”

			Olivia peered through the palm tree again. “She’s sitting over there in the dowagers’ corner.”

			Lucy shuddered. “After tonight, I suppose I’ll be back over there with her, desperately hoping that some fortune hunter will ask me to dance. When Ravensthorpe made his proposal and I realized I could forget the utter humiliation of looking for a husband, I was so grateful. It’s such a relief being engaged, Olivia. You can have no idea.”

			Olivia was still peering through the palm fronds, but she threw a wry look over her shoulder. Lucy felt her cheeks heating with embarrassment. “Of course you know what it’s like to be engaged!” she said hastily. “I’m a duffle-headed fool.”

			“I often forget it myself,” Olivia said. “And speak of the devil, there’s my fiancé. Oh no, I think he caught sight of me.” She drew back quickly.

			“I rather like Rupert,” Lucy said, leaning forward to take Olivia’s place.

			Olivia scowled at her. “I deserve honesty from you as well. I’m marrying the village idiot, and there’s no point in trying to paint Rupert in any other light.”

			Lucy reached out and gave Olivia’s hand a squeeze. “I know, Olivia. I’m so sorry. It’s just that you’ve been betrothed so long that I . . . well . . .”

			“Don’t worry,” Olivia said with a sigh. “There are very few betrothals that stretch to eighteen years. Although there is some hope that my wedding day will actually happen soon. Not only has Rupert turned eighteen, but he’s learned to dance. Surely that signals a man is ready for marriage.”

			“I did see the marquess dancing earlier this evening,” Lucy commented, but thought it best not to mention that Rupert and his partner had caromed into another couple and broken up the set. “He must have seen you, Olivia, because he is coming directly to our corner. Where’s his father, by the way? I thought the marquess never came to this sort of event without an escort.”

			“Oh, the duke is here as well,” Olivia said. Her voice had taken on a particularly bleak undertone that Lucy hated to hear. “Quick, Lucy, put on your gloves.”

			Lucy threw her a confused frown, but obediently pulled her gloves back on.

			At that moment the palms rustled, and Rupert Forrest G. Blakemore, Marquess of Montsurrey, heir to the Duchy of Canterwick, stood beaming down at them. Rupert likely would have been quite good-looking, if things had been different. But as they were, his blue eyes were vacant and his mouth hung open in a glistening pout.

			“Hello, Olivia!” he said cheerfully. “Hello, hello, hello! Saw you there. Saw just a bit of your eye, but knew it was you directly. And . . .” He hesitated. “And this is Lily light . . . no, Lucy! That’s how I memorize names. Lucy . . . light . . . see? Your hair is shiny as a penny.”

			Lucy curtsied. “That’s a very good way to master names, Lord Blakemore.”

			“Never have mastered them,” Rupert admitted, grabbing her gloved hand and depositing an enthusiastic—and wet—kiss on the back. “Not so many people I can name in the room, to be honest. Olivia, dance?”

			“We just danced,” Olivia said, smiling in a rather fixed way. “We can dance together only twice, Rupert, and we’ve already done that.”

			He frowned. “Really? No, surely . . . Really?”

			“Really.”

			Lucy decided to intervene. “Lord Blakemore, would you be so kind as to bring me a lemonade?” She sank back into her chair. “It’s perishingly hot in here.”

			He beamed. “Of course.” And he bustled off.

			“You won’t get your lemonade,” Olivia said. “You know that, don’t you? He may get to the refreshment table, but by that point he won’t remember precisely why he’s there. He has some difficulty with follow-through.”

			Lucy reached out and gave Olivia’s hand a tight squeeze. “I’m sorry. I’m just so sorry.”

			Olivia’s smile was steady and not at all miserable. “I’ve had a great deal of time to get used to the situation. And besides, I’m a plump woman with a terrible weakness for bawdy jokes. Who would have me, if not Rupert?”

			Lucy started to speak, but Olivia shook her head. “You may be tall, but you’re slim, and rounded in all the right places. What’s more, you behave like a perfect lady. I can’t seem to, but lord knows, Rupert will never notice. We’re suited in that.”

			“I would give anything to look like you,” Lucy said with a snap in her voice. “I’m so tired of being able to look over the heads of most men. I can’t stand the way they shift from foot to foot, and then move away from me as soon as they can. They won’t ask me for a dance unless someone forces them to it. They make plays on my surname, always jokes on towers. And Mother thinks that one of those men will suddenly be enthusiastic about marrying me, even given the money? One of those?”

			“Marriage is all about money. You should know that by now.”

			“And what will my marriage be like? The fortune hunter who stooped—or I should say, stretched—to marry me won’t feel any more comfortable after we’ve walked the aisle, you know. He will have married a beanpole, and every time he looks across the breakfast table, he’ll remember it.”

			“There are men in the world who are taller than you,” Olivia pointed out. “Ravensthorpe is only one of them. You needn’t pick a short one. Your mother is right: an heiress has a great number of men to choose from, tall and short.”

			“But it’s not as if I will have the choice of those men, any more than you did,” Lucy retorted. “My parents care only for a man’s title, not his measurement. They’re talking about the Duke of Pole; everyone knows he needs a fortune, given his gambling. Surname notwithstanding, he’s shorter than I am, and besides, I don’t like him. If I had my choice, I would marry Ravensthorpe even if he had no money.” She brushed away a tear rolling down her cheek. “He’s so handsome . . . so . . . so . . .”

			An arm wound around her. “Then you should marry him,” Olivia said into her ear. “Listen to me, Lucy. You’re right to say that I don’t have a choice. I was promised to Rupert before either of us was born. If I don’t marry him, not only would my parents expire from shame, but my sister would never have a dowry. I’m making my father write Georgiana’s dowry into the marriage settlements.”

			Lucy sniffed inelegantly. “Surely your parents would understand . . . I mean, Rupert . . .”

			“Rupert will be a duke someday. And it’s not as if he’s violent, or truly mad. My point is that you don’t have the reasons I do, Lucy. Your parents did agree to the match with Ravensthorpe. Tell them that you refuse to be so unethical as to break it off.”

			Lucy couldn’t help but smile at the very idea of her mother’s reaction to that argument. “You are assuming that ethical behavior ranks above a title. Not so, at least not to my mother.”

			“Then threaten to take your inheritance and move to Scotland. You should marry whom you wish. It doesn’t seem fair that neither of us is able to choose a spouse.”

			Lucy squeezed Olivia’s hand. “We could run off to Europe. This island isn’t large enough to contain myself and my mother if I disobeyed her.”

			“Go to Europe—and leave Mr. Ravensthorpe behind?”

			The idea sent a little arrow through Lucy’s chest.

			Olivia laughed. “If I felt that way about someone, I’d hand Rupert off to my sister.”

			“I’m not sure he cares for me in the least, Olivia. He only danced me once before he asked for my hand.”

			“I’m not saying he didn’t regret it after you trounced him at backgammon all those times,” Olivia said, giving Lucy a little poke. “May I point out that if you and your fiancé were found in a compromising situation this evening, your parents would not be able to fish for a title. The betrothal would stand.”

			Lucy gasped. “Olivia!”

			“It’s merely a matter of being caught kissing your own fiancé. I’m not suggesting that you throw your virtue to the wind. Although,” she added thoughtfully, “if I had a penchant for Ravensthorpe, I might well. He has the most wonderful shoulders; have you noticed?”

			Lucy had noticed. “His shoulders are irrelevant, given that he has never kissed me, even once. In fact, he’s never asked to speak to me alone, or even invited me onto a balcony.” She paused and then added bluntly, “I don’t think he wants to kiss me, Olivia.”

			“Then he’s a fool. I would definitely want to kiss you, were I a man.”

			Lucy gave her a wobbly smile.

			“How much do you want him?” Olivia demanded. “If I had a practical alternative to Rupert, I would throw myself at him, whether the man welcomed it or no. I’d strip off my own gown in the garden if—well, that’s neither here nor there. You needn’t act like a hoyden. Just arrange to be seen kissing the man, and the Duke of Pole will be out of the question. By the way, isn’t Pole related to Ravensthorpe somehow?”

			Lucy nodded. “They’re first cousins, but apparently they don’t speak. Pole is as superior in his attitudes as my mother. I’m sure he doesn’t approve of Ravensthorpe’s father having a profession. And while I can’t say I know my fiancé well, I can’t imagine that he would ever gamble away a fortune, the way the duke has.”

			“Well, that settles it,” Olivia said. “Do you want to marry the penniless and supercilious Duke of Pole—who is, by the way, not nearly as delectable as Mr. Ravensthorpe and barely taller than I am—or do you want to fight for your fiancé?”

			“I’ll kiss Ravensthorpe,” Lucy said, with sudden determination. “I could even tear my bodice. Mother would die, but that would do the trick.”

			“I should think that a kiss will be sufficient.” Olivia gave her a mischievous smile. “I’ll keep an eye out and try to surprise the two of you, shall I? I’ll tell my mother that I feel overheated and drag her around till we find you. Be sure to kiss him as soon as you see me coming. Mother will be genuinely horrified, which will give the occasion a terrific sense of drama.”

			Lucy put her hands on her cheeks. “Oh Lord . . .”

			“If you’re going to fight for him, Lucy, it’ll have to be tonight.” Olivia rose. “Your mother cannot announce your newly eligible status until the betrothal is formally ended, which gives you a very small window. I can see Rupert wandering aimlessly with a glass of lemonade, so I suppose I’ll have to rescue him before—” She stopped abruptly.

			“Oh, dear. He’s dropped it down Miss Elton’s back,” she remarked a second later. “What a pity her gown was white. The yellow shows up so boldly; it looks as if someone emptied a chamber pot over her head. I must go, Lucy.”

			Lucy stayed hidden behind the palms, trying to gather courage. How on earth did one entice a man who has never shown the faintest interest in kissing her to do just that—in front of an audience?

			She might die of humiliation.

			But at least she would expire having been kissed by Mr. Ravensthorpe, Esq., the most beautiful man in London, at least once.

			It seemed like a fair trade.

		

	


	
		
			 

			CHAPTER THREE

			Mr. Cyrus Ptolemy Ravensthorpe was not a man who cared for excesses of emotion. But that didn’t mean he was free of them.

			He knew as well as anyone that his ferocious ambition to regain the place in London society that his mother had thrown away for love was excessive. To his mind, passion was always excessive. But he had also noticed that passion drove men to great accomplishments.

			He had honed this ambition while at Eton. He had been sent to that school because, marriage to a commoner notwithstanding, his mother was daughter to a duke and grandsons of dukes went to Eton. By nine years later he had had violent physical encounters with almost half the boys in his year—invariably because they had made slighting remarks about his father.

			Even though his father never gave a toss.

			“Let them be, Son,” Mr. Ravensthorpe the elder would say, looking up from a table piled high with papers. “The poor lads will spend their lives drifting about London. I can’t imagine how tedious their middle years will be.” He would look over his glasses, appalled at the very prospect. “Life is for doing things. Now what do you suppose I did with that evidence in the Pendle case? That patently false letter from Mrs. Pendle saying that she . . .”

			But Cyrus did care. He couldn’t help it. It might have been the hundred-and-one slights he received at Eton, a good many of which were handed out by his first cousin. Or the way his mother cheerfully denied caring whether her sisters invited her to their Christmas parties or no.

			It mattered. It mattered to him, and he knew perfectly well that it would matter even more to his sisters. They were still in the classroom, but Cyrus was determined they should marry into the highest ranks of society.

			He informed his parents of his plan to reclaim the family’s status only after he had achieved Numbers One through Four on his to-do list, which had resulted in the rather extraordinary wealth in stocks that he now enjoyed.

			Unsurprisingly, his father had balked when Cyrus broached the plan. “I’d rather your sisters married men who had something to talk about,” he had said. “Can you imagine how boring it would be to have one of those fops drifting around here, with nothing more consequential to discuss than the starch in his neck cloth?”

			But his mother had grasped exactly what Cyrus meant. “The girls would love the ballrooms and the parties,” she had told her husband. “Jemima is fifteen. If Cyrus marries a young woman of birth, that lady can bring out Jemima in proper style.”

			“The dowry will do it,” Cyrus had pointed out, hearing the flat tinge of cynicism in his own voice. “I’ll make her an heiress.”

			Mr. Ravensthorpe had taken another look at his son’s face and then turned to his wife. “This stubbornness is obviously inherited from your side of the family. A prime example of which is your behavior back in ’eighty-seven, after you decided that you wanted me rather than your esteemed betrothed. There was no stopping you.”

			“I knew you would make me happy,” his wife had replied, walking over to him, then winding her arms around his shoulders and dropping a kiss onto his hair.

			But Cyrus had already turned away. Not having been expressly forbidden from pursuing his plan—and, in fact, having been given his mother’s blessing—he had his mind bent on Number Five on the list: marriage to an appropriate young lady from the aristocracy. Other than her rank, he had no particular requirements.

			He hadn’t foreseen any problem with obtaining invitations to the sort of events where he was likely to meet probable candidates for the position of Mrs. Ravensthorpe; after all, the news that he’d made a fortune on the Exchange—in fact, several fortunes—had made its way around London. He had formed close friends during those years at Eton and, more to the point, those friends had sisters.

			Still, he didn’t want to marry the sister of one of his friends, though they were decent fellows, solidly established in the gentry. His plan called for a woman from the aristocracy, and nothing less would do. Cyrus was given to plans that specified goals as precisely as possible; he had discovered early that precision made all the difference when it came to achieving that goal.

			He was not one to allow Fate to take a hand. Or Destiny. Or Chance. He considered those concepts the refuge of the feeble-willed.

			His mother had laughed at him for that. “It’s all very well when it comes to your stocks and so on. But when it comes to love and marriage, everything changes. After all, I did intend to marry the earl my parents had in mind—right up to the moment when a young solicitor with an oh-such-a-serious expression walked into the house. Had I not been in the entryway at that precise moment, which was an act of fate, I would never have seen your father at all. And if I hadn’t seen him, I wouldn’t have contrived a wild scheme to see him again, and taken myself by hansom cab to his offices the very next morning.”

			Cyrus rather thought that love could take care of itself; the business contract known as marriage, on the other hand, he would handle. And he had.

			He was betrothed to marry Miss Lucy Towerton, daughter of the Earl of Towerton. True, earls were of the third tier in the peerage, surpassed by dukes and marquises, but the only available dukes’ daughters were unappealing and there were no unmarried daughters of marquises. Miss Lucy was quite suitable. Among the four available daughters of earls, he had chosen her on first sight.

			The ton had accepted their betrothal with hardly a murmur, which was just as he hoped. He had carefully surveyed the crop of available damsels with the requisite bloodlines, not just in terms of their individual attractions, but in light of how such a betrothal would be viewed by society at large.

			There was nothing Cyrus hated more than drawing attention to himself. He wanted an engagement that everyone would immediately understand to be a matter of property and propriety. The last thing he wanted was even the faintest rumor of love or passion . . . that is to say, the kind of manifestly undesirable reputation that, all these decades later, still clung to his mother.

			No, he wanted a placid, acceptable pairing that benefited both parties. The kind of marriage noteworthy only for its lack of noteworthiness. In no way fodder for gossip. Without even a hint of illicit passion. No child of his would ever be born less than a good year after marriage.

			In fact, he rather thought that they’d better delay consummation of the marriage, just to make sure.

			That was another way in which Miss Lucy Towerton was an excellent choice for his wife. She seemed as indifferent to matters of the flesh as he was.

			Even as he handed his cloak and hat to the Summerses’ butler, he felt a deep sense of rightness. His plan was well in hand.

			That satisfaction vanished when he realized, within two minutes of entering the town house, that he had become a subject of gossip.

			He had honed this sensitivity early in his schooling, learning to recognize when one of his classmates—or, more often, his own cousin—had once again broached the subject of his mother’s elopement with a commoner. His father’s propensity for taking on newspaperworthy criminal cases, and then winning them, had always been a drawback at Eton: it kept reminding people of his reduced circumstances.

			All that painful experience meant that Cyrus now didn’t allow his features to reveal, even by the twitch of an eyelash, that he sensed the commotion brought about by his arrival. Instead, he handed his gloves and stick to the butler, rapidly turning over the possible reasons for this development in his mind while he pulled on evening gloves handed to him by one of his groomsmen.

			His investments were widespread and secure; there could be absolutely no reason for gossip about his financial status. His parents were well; he’d had a letter to that effect in the morning.

			By a process of elimination, he arrived at the conclusion that Miss Lucy Towerton was the source of this unwonted attention. In fact, as he proceeded through the magnificent foyer to the Summerses’ town house—absentmindedly noting that the classic Georgian décor and Egyptian flourishes were not in harmony—he came to the conclusion that Miss Towerton was likely no longer his bride-to-be.

			The rage that he felt at the notion took him aback. She didn’t seem the type to throw him over. He’d thought she had a good deal of common sense. What’s more, he had deliberately picked a wallflower, a woman who was unlikely to generate yet another scandal to blemish his name.

			Suddenly it struck him that perhaps Lucy, like his mother, had already been in love with another man when he asked for her hand. She had shown no signs of it, but then . . . what would those signs have been? He hadn’t the faintest idea, and it had never occurred to him to ask his fiancée whether she was romantically attached.

			His host and hostess waited just inside the ballroom. Sure enough, he hadn’t even been offered a greeting before Lady Summers said, “Ravensthorpe, I hear rumors to the effect that you are a free man.”

			“Indeed?” he said, kissing her hand. “I have not heard such, myself.”

			“Ah, but you must know of Miss Towerton’s changed circumstances!” she cried, her eyes positively shining with pleasure at the fact that she was to be the one to inform him.

			“This is a most improper subject for you to broach,” Lord Summers said to his wife, visibly uncomfortable with his wife’s glee.

			But Cyrus thought he might as well hear it now. Get it over with. Every person within earshot appeared not to breathe, waiting for his reaction. “I wish Miss Towerton all the best in whatever good fortune comes to her,” he said, keeping his tone utterly even.

			“She’s become an heiress,” her ladyship told him, a bit disappointed by Cyrus’s composure. “One of Towerton’s aunts has left her a fortune. It has changed her expectations entirely, of course.”

			“No doubt,” he said, bowing again. “I mustn’t keep you, Lady Summers.” And he walked away, surprising himself again with a wave of black rage that swept up his spine.

			Lucy Towerton was his, and her bloody fortune didn’t matter. He had all the fortune she needed.

			But at the same time his mouth twitched in a cynical smile. She would use her inheritance to buy herself a man of higher worth than himself. A title.

			The only question was when she would throw him over: tonight, or at a later, more private date? He thought it would be tonight. Her mother would force her to it, even if she herself wished to be more diplomatic.

			Indeed, the one and only drawback to marrying Lucy had been her mother. He had suffered Lady Towerton’s presence without becoming homicidal only by spending every single visit mentally plotting ruthless action on the Exchange, which he would execute later that same day. If he had something to think about, he could endure a weekly hour of her company, watching her small eyes glint with an aversion so ingrained that she didn’t even try to hide it.

			Why should she hide it? She was giving her daughter to a man who didn’t even have the right to call himself a gentleman. He could surely acquire that precious “Esquire” by petitioning the College of Arms . . . but he had never bothered.

			His father didn’t care. And since Cyrus fully intended that the Crown should bestow upon him a rank far above Esquire (Number Six on his plan), he didn’t care either.

			All too clearly it had wrenched Lady Towerton’s soul to give her daughter to a man who ranked along with her local butcher, for all he’d gone to Eton.

			She wouldn’t have to endure that shame any longer. And he wouldn’t have to endure her any longer, which was a cheering thought.

			So there was no reason for the crushing bleakness that filled his body from head to toe. He could simply turn to another aristocratic lady on his list. A betrothal that barely survived over a month didn’t warrant his feeling of rage and abandonment. Yet his skin felt taut, as if it were too tightly stretched over his bones.

			It didn’t matter.

			She didn’t matter.
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