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CHAPTER 1


          

          
            A VISIT TO THE TEMPLE

          

        

      

    

    
      March 1817

      Jeffrey Althorpe, Lord Sommers, stepped into the entry of the Temple of the Muses and took a deep breath. The odors of leather, vellum and wood as well as a hint of vanilla assaulted his nostrils. Exhaling with a good deal of satisfaction, he glanced around to discover only a few shoppers perusing the stacks of books that lined the back wall. Several employees stood behind the circular counter in the middle of the massive room whilst a few were off to the right unpacking what appeared to be that morning’s delivery of the latest books.

      Jeffrey smiled. Although it might have been more fashionable to shop for books at Hatchard’s—its owner was said to be the bookseller to Queen Charlotte—Jeffrey rather liked James Lackington’s approach to book sales. The Temple’s original owner had painted “Cheapest Bookseller in the World” above the entrance to the place. For a man of Lord Sommers’ modest means, the bookstore was sometimes his favorite place to spend a late morning.

      Since most of the patrons of the store tended to shop later in the day or even at night, Jeffrey found he preferred the morning hours. No crowds to fight and less chance that another customer might be after the same new titles as he sought.

      When his presence was noted by one of the shopkeepers, Jeffrey nodded in the man’s direction. “Good morning, Mr. Pritchard,” he said as he made his way toward the open crates.

      “And to you, my lord,” the short man responded with a bow. “Your book arrived late yesterday. I’ve already seen to its placement on the third floor,” Pritchard added with a wave toward the stairs. “New arrivals.”

      Jeffrey forced himself to take a few careful breaths before he dared respond. “Thank you,” he managed to get out before a huge grin split his face as he nodded to the shopkeeper. “You will keep my name secret from anyone who asks?”

      Mr. Pritchard nodded vigorously. “I shan’t tell a soul.”

      Turning around, the baron made his way to the other end of the lobby. He ascended the stairs to the second level of the shop, passing by a lounging room and through a gallery featuring the most expensive titles on its rows of shelving, titles which were bound in leather and suitable for a gentleman’s library. He climbed the stairs to the third level and paused by another lounging room, noticing a lady’s maid snoozing in one of the upholstered chairs. At the end of the gallery of mid-priced books, Jeffrey glanced at an elderly couple studying the stacks, engaged in quiet conversation.

      Near the stairs to the next level, a shelving unit jutted out from the wall—a shelving unit that held the latest titles. Removing his hat, he headed in its direction, intent on finding his newly released book.

      

      Pulling off first one glove and then the other, Lady Evangeline Tennison gave the third level shelving unit a quick glance. She opened her reticule and stuffed the gloves inside, seemingly unconcerned that they would become hopelessly wrinkled in the process. Absently pushing an errant lock of blonde hair behind her ear, she spotted the book she’d been hoping to find on this visit to the Temple of the Muses.

      The Story of a Baron.

      She leaned her head to one side, studying the leather-bound book. The binding surprised her; many of the books on the third floor weren’t bound in leather but sported covers made of dense card stock. Only after a book proved worthy to its owner did it receive a leather binding. The modest size of the spine suggested the book wasn’t made up of more than a few hundred pages. What surprised her more was that it was only one volume. Due to the cost of paper and binding, most books were released in three volumes.

      Reaching out with one finger, she pulled the book forward, leaning her head to the other side to read the title on the front. Sure it was The Story of a Baron, she pulled it completely from the shelf and opened it slowly. A small smile touched her lips. The subject of the book couldn’t have much of a story if the book was only... she checked the last sheaf in the book to find the page number. Two-hundred and sixty-two. Arching an eyebrow, Lady Evangeline rested the bulk of the book on one velvet-clad forearm and used her other arm to keep the pages open whilst she quickly scanned the last page of print. When she found the very last sentence, she read it to herself.

      Forever.

      Evangeline looked up and glanced about, her heart pounding just a bit too fast.

      Forever?

      That was the last sentence of the book?

      Well, it held promise, at least. And some degree of finality. But the simple word held absolutely no hint as to the quality of the rest of the book nor the author’s writing skill—or lack thereof.

      For once, she chided herself for always reading the last sentence of a book before she decided whether or not to buy it. Usually the last line gave away a bit more about a book’s subject, a bit more about its characters, its tone, and whether or not it featured a happy ending.

      But not this one.

      Taking a deep breath, Evangeline did what she rarely did when considering a book—she shifted the pages so that the first page of the story was visible. Once again glancing about, hoping no one would notice, she found the very beginning of the story and read to herself.

      Matthew Winters, Baron Ballantine, entered his favorite bookshop in search of a particular new title.

      Evangeline inhaled sharply, realizing the subject of the book was doing exactly the same thing she was doing!

      Success!

      For if a character found pleasure in reading books, then certainly Evangeline could sympathize with him and his story.

      Although other young women of her age might consider her a bluestocking—well, probably the entire ton considered her a bluestocking, although she had no evidence to support such a theory—Lady Evangeline didn’t seem to mind. Given she was the younger sister of Lord Everly, an earl who spent most of his time exploring the world, she found it was far more satisfying to spend her days engrossed in the pages of a book than be sequestered in the parlor with her latest needlework and a hope that someone—anyone—would pay her a call.

      Her brother was rarely in residence. His latest trip to southern India had commenced over six months ago, his mission to study the tropical fish that populated the waters off the coast. A missive from him, delivered just the day before, claimed he was scheduled to board a ship that would take him around Cape Horn and deliver him to England in a fortnight. Him and a lined crate full of whatever he could catch, she thought with a grin.

      The library at Rosemount House already housed a large aquarium populated with exotic fish from warm southern waters. In need of a way to display his fish as well as to keep their water warm, the earl had employed an inventor, Henry Forster, Earl of Gisborn, to develop a tank and a heater. A combination of glass panes held together with steel strips and mounted inside a shallow metal pan, the aquarium was heated from below using the natural gas already being fed to the house for the purpose of lighting its interior. Despite Everly’s extended absences, the fish seemed to thrive, most probably due to the footman who saw to their daily feeding.

      Lord Everly’s newest acquisitions would either join their brethren in the same tank or the earl would be setting up a new tank in the library. Evangeline allowed a smile. Some, like Lord Norwick, found the colorful fish tedious and troublesome. The earl claimed that, upon his entrance into Rosemount House, a school of fish had deliberately swum about to set up a wave that cascaded over the top of the tank just as he passed by. The resulting water splash managed to land on his favorite riding coat, leaving a water stain his valet was apparently unable to remove.

      Others, like her godfather, Milton Grandby, Earl of Torrington, loved watching the creatures as they moved about their environs, claiming they were a soothing sight. Torrington had occasion to visit the fish after especially challenging sessions of Parliament, claiming the little beasties had more sense than most of the lords.

      Evangeline had no opinion of the creatures one way or the other. The fish had been in her brother’s library for as long as she could remember, and although they always seemed pleased to see her, waving their translucent fins when she paused to greet them, she figured they probably felt more affection for the footman who fed them.

      At least Evangeline could count on Lady Samantha Fitzsimmons and Lady Julia Harrington Comber to keep her company on occasion. Sam, Lord Chamberlain’s niece, was of the same age as Evangeline and in the same situation. Since their come-outs, neither girl had attracted a gentleman with the intention of marriage. And neither seemed particularly concerned by their lack of prospects. Julia, on the other hand, wouldn’t need to fend off suitors this season. Although she was younger and blessed with facial features men seemed to find most appealing, she was already married to Alistair Comber, the second son of the Earl of Aimsely.

      Evangeline shook herself from her reverie and dared a glance at the second line of the book she held. She was about to read it when she became aware of someone standing nearby. Someone who smelled of sandalwood and citrus. Someone who was tall and lean. Someone who was apparently... well, he was shopping for a book, no doubt, she chided herself. Why else would he be standing on the other side of the shelving unit, apparently perusing the new titles just as she had done when the store opened? Or rather, a few minutes before the store opened. Mr. Pritchard was always kind enough to unlock the front door if she arrived prior to the official opening time. She was one of his best customers.

      

      Lord Sommers took a quick glance over the three rows of shelving, determining almost immediately that the book he sought was not among the titles on display. He was about to search for Mr. Pritchard and ask as to the whereabouts of his book when he noticed there was a space between the books, a space through which he spied a young woman. Or at least portions of her. The space wasn’t large enough for him to see all of her at one time.

      She was lit by sunlight streaming in from a reading room window, the ethereal light making her appear as if she were an angel. The spine of a book rested on one forearm whilst she opened it with her other hand, apparently turning to the very last page of the book.

      She was reading the last page!

      After a moment, she turned to the front of the book and was apparently reading the first page!

      It was then Jeffrey caught sight of the title page. A very brief sight, for the words, The Story of a Baron, flashed by in a blur.

      She was reading the very book he sought! My book!

      How dare she? Didn’t she realize that by reading the end, she was spoiling it for herself? That by reading the beginning, she was... well, she was doing the very thing he’d seen at least a half dozen other people do whilst they shopped for books, so he couldn’t fault her for that, he supposed. But she was reading his book!

      Jeffrey stilled himself, once more realizing if he gave anymore thought to the woman’s actions, he would make his presence known. He didn’t wish to draw attention to himself. And upon further viewing, he found the young woman rather easy to watch.

      He thought she might have blonde hair, although her bonnet hid far too much of it—and her features—for him to be sure. Fair of skin, with an oval face, she appeared young, but no longer young enough to be in the schoolroom. Her complexion was clear, her cheeks displaying a hint of color, no doubt due to having climbed the stairs to get to this level. Her pink lips were barely parted, the lower one a bit more plump than her upper one. Her lashes were so long, they hid her eyes whilst she read the book through a pair of gold wire spectacles that rested on the tip of her nose. And her left hand...

      Jeffrey straightened. The woman’s hand was bare, its long, slender fingers hardly grazing the surface of the page that held her attention. Fingers that were free of adornment. Free of any rings. Including the one that should have been on her fourth finger.

      Tearing his gaze away from the young woman’s fingers, afraid if he didn’t he would begin imagining what they might feel like when held by his own, Jeffrey pretended to look at some books. Stealing another glance in her direction, he wondered who she might be.

      Realizing the woman’s attention was no longer on the first page of the book, Jeffrey quickly stopped his perusal of her and stared at the first book on which his eyes could focus. Sense and Sensibility. He sighed. Well, here was a book for the masses, he thought with an arched eyebrow.

      He rather doubted there was such a trait among the ton.

      

      Wondering if the man was watching her, Evangeline paused in her reading and glanced up. He stood motionless on the other side of the shelving unit, his face partially framed by the tops of the books and the bottom of the next shelf. The portion of him she could make out with her peripheral vision suggested he was at least twenty-five, perhaps thirty. His nose was definitely that of an aristocrat, which surprised her, given the early hour. Most men of the ton weren’t up and about until well after ten. He sported rather long sideburns, their golden-brown coloring hinting the hair on his head might be the same.

      She was tempted to bend her knees a bit and sneak a more direct peek, but she dared not call attention to herself. She did pretend to glance briefly at the books framing the vacant spot left by the book she held and was rewarded with a clear view of the lower half of the man’s face.

      Faith! His jaw was quite square. From what she could make of his mouth... Evangeline held her breath, barely able to suppress an audible gasp.

      The man had lips that were positively enchanting. There could be no other word for them. They were perfectly shaped to form an easy smile. Or a simple kiss, Evangeline thought with a grin. She had to pinch her own lips together in an effort to keep her mouth closed or she would have looked like one of her brother’s fish.

      Lifting her free hand to her spectacles, she slowly removed them from her face but kept them close as she pretended to read the book. The end of one temple found its way to her lips, where it was promptly clasped in place by her teeth. Daring another quick glance in the gentleman’s direction, she was relieved to see his attention was on something other than her. A twinge of... regret, perhaps, caught her off-guard. His profile showed a face with impressive cheekbones. The square jaw ended in a slightly rounded chin. Having seen all but his eyes, Evangeline thought perhaps he seemed familiar to her, but without a look at his entire face, she was at a loss as to where she might have met him.

      And then, quite unexpectedly, he turned and stared at her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            WORSHIPPING IN THE TEMPLE

          

        

      

    

    
      Evangeline stared back at the man, remembering too late that she still held the end of her spectacles clamped between her teeth.

      Unable to greet the man properly, Evangeline immediately looked away and completely removed the spectacles from her face.

      Lord Sommers? No, it couldn’t be. Lord Sommers was a baron. The man was probably still abed at this time of the morning.

      She could feel a blush rising to color her throat and cheeks. Damnation! Why couldn’t she have just ignored the man, whoever he was? He was, no doubt, ignoring her! And now that he had seen her, he was probably trying to remember if they had ever met before. If it was Lord Sommers... well, it just couldn’t be. But it was.

      The baron had been at Lord Weatherstone’s ball—one of the few events she had ever attended where she actually had the opportunity to meet some of the male members of the ton. And the only reason she was able to attend that particular ball was because her older brother, Harry Tennison, Earl of Everly, was in London for a few months planning his next expedition. At some point during that short stay, he had managed to arrange for Evangeline to appear in front of the queen for her formal come-out, but he hadn’t the time nor the inclination to host a come-out ball on her behalf. Lord Weatherstone’s ball had acted in its stead, although no mention of her situation had been communicated to their hosts. She was quite sure if something had been said, Lord Weatherstone would have made an appropriate announcement upon her arrival, or at least saw to introductions to a few of the young bucks in attendance.

      Not knowing many peers in London, Evangeline mingled with the few young ladies she recognized from her days at Warwick’s Grammar and Finishing School, danced once with her brother, and otherwise enjoyed the spectacle that was a ton ball from the sidelines. And then Harry had made a rather peculiar comment about Lord Weatherstone’s decorative plants.

      At her brother’s behest, she began keeping company with one of the rather exotic palms in the hope she could sneak a small frond for him to study. And she might have succeeded on her first try except that Lady Pettigrew was suddenly there on the arm of a baron, insisting Evangeline needed to meet him.

      Well, they’d met—she had curtsied to his bow and given him her hand. He’d seemed quite intent on kissing the back of it until he realized her folded spectacles were clutched in her gloved fingers.

      Damnable spectacles! It wasn’t as if she required them to see clearly—she really only needed them for reading and doing embroidery—but given how much reading and stitchery she did in a day, she wore them almost all the time.

      With a rather handsome young man holding onto her clutched fingers, Evangeline had been trying to transfer the spectacles to her other hand without interfering with the baron’s elegant fingers. A pink blush covered her face when, of course, their fingers collided, sending the eyewear clattering to the floor.

      The baron was quick to retrieve the glasses—quicker than she was—for their heads nearly collided as they both knelt down at the same time. Her nose did brush his hair a bit, a fraction of a second that allowed her to capture the scents of citrus and sandalwood before she had to forcibly exhale—her knees were suddenly in her chest, and her stays made their presence known with a sudden, uncomfortable squeeze.

      But, for that moment of awkwardness, not once did she hear him curse her as her brother would have. Nor did he seem particularly inconvenienced as he reached for and retrieved the glasses from the ballroom floor.

      When Lord Sommers straightened, one hand still clutching her gloved hand, whilst the other held her spectacles, he merely pulled her up with him and finally bestowed the kiss on the back of her hand as if nothing untoward had happened. “Your brother is the explorer,” he said, not making it a question.

      She nodded. “Yes. He’s in London making arrangements for his next expedition,” she replied. “To look for some kind of fish off the coast of India… or Africa.”

      Lord Sommers frowned. “Then, will you stay in London?” he asked, his question making it sound as if he were quite concerned about where she would be in her brother’s absence.

      Evangeline shook her head. “Shropshire. At our country estate.”

      Lady Pettigrew, one hand having covered her mouth for the entire incident with the dropped eye glasses, blinked several times before she seemed to recover her senses. “Well, then, Lady Evangeline. Do have a good evening.”

      And with that, the baron seemed to understand he was to leave her in the company of the palm tree and escort Lady Pettigrew back to her conclave of other older matrons.

      That few moments had been unexpected and rather exciting, despite the incident with her glasses, for Lord Sommers had seemed ever so eager to meet her. But given the ball was nearly over and the other guests were already making their way to the exits, Evangeline couldn’t help but feel she had left a poor first impression on the baron.

      At least the evening hadn’t been a complete waste of time. She had been able to retrieve a palm frond for her brother. And the small tree started from that acquisition was now growing in the orangery at Rosemount House. Should her brother ever host a ball in her late mother’s ballroom, Evangeline figured that palm would join several others in providing a refuge for wallflowers and illicit romance.

      

      Jeffrey shook his head. Lady Evangeline?

      No, it couldn’t be.

      This was the comely woman who some claimed was a bluestocking. But she was also the sister of one of the men with whom he played cards at White’s—at least, when the earl had enough sense to actually be in attendance at White’s. The man spent entirely too much time away on his scientific expeditions.

      This was the woman he had imagined as he wrote his book! He had envisioned his hero meeting her for the very first time in a bookstore, much like this one, instantly besotted by her beauty—much like what was happening right now.

      Had his fictional story come to life?

      Jeffrey gave a quick shake of his head, remembering this wasn’t his first time meeting Lady Evangeline.

      The first—and last time he had seen the girl—was a couple of Seasons ago. At a ball, he recalled, in the company of a rather elaborate plant. He didn’t know her identity when he’d spotted her standing next to the potted palm, but he remembered feeling rather jealous of the tree. The damn thing had one frond touching her shoulder as if it had decided she was to be its next dance partner and wasn’t about to allow any interlopers. And despite repeated pleas for someone—anyone—to introduce him to the tall, willowy blonde, it was well after the supper had been served before Lady Pettigrew took pity on him and made the introductions. By then, the quartet had finished playing, so there was no opportunity for him to dance with the earl’s sister. She seemed shy but eager to speak with him, mentioning to him that her brother would be leaving the country to study fish somewhere off the coast of Africa whilst she would be at the family estate in Shropshire.

      Sommers remembered thinking of her trapped in Everly’s country estate, snowed in and wishing for companionship, whilst he was similarly trapped in Herefordshire with several bachelors and a deck of cards. If they’d been within ten miles of one another, Sommers would have gladly made the trek on foot through the deep snow to join her.

      Wait... perhaps they were within ten miles of one another.

      Damn!

      To think, they might have spent Christmas together, especially those days following the holiday when a near record amount of snow fell on the countryside. He could think of a dozen activities they could have engaged in to pass the time. He was, in fact, thinking of several when he realized the evidence of his thoughts was making itself known behind the placket of his breeches.

      Biting the inside of his cheek, he took a deep breath and stepped out from behind the shelving unit. “Pardon, my lady, but are you Lady Evangeline?” he asked in a hushed voice.

      Evangeline’s eyes widened. “Why, yes. Yes, I am,” she replied with a curtsy. When she straightened, she allowed recognition to show on her face. “And you are Lord Sommers, are you not?”

      Jeffrey bowed. “I am,” he replied, his face brightening at learning she recognized him. “And rather flattered that you would remember me from our brief introduction at Lord Weatherstone’s ball.”

      Evangeline gave him a tentative smile. “As am I. I seem to recall I made quite a cake of it, though,” she added as the memory of that night replayed itself in her head. Her smile faltered, but she kept her chin up, too embarrassed to do anything else.

      “It was good cake, as I recall,” Jeffrey replied lightly, one finger lightly scratching the outside corner of his eye. “And not enough of it.”

      Evangeline angled her head to one side. Good cake? Did the man think her actions were deliberate? Designed to wreak havoc that night? That she hadn’t made enough of a cake of it by dropping her spectacles and nearly bumping heads with him? She certainly didn’t do it deliberately. The spectacles might have broken!

      Not enough of it?

      Offended, and not quite sure how to respond to the odd comment, Evangeline swallowed hard. She remembered the book still opened on her right arm and quickly closed it, the resulting thump quite loud in the quiet shop. “Good day, Lord Sommers,” she said with a curt nod and barely a curtsy. She turned and moved to walk around the baron, quite certain his comment was meant to insult her.

      Cake, indeed, she thought.

      Knowing she was about to cry, Evangeline wanted to be sure she was well away from the baron long before the first tear could fall.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 3


          

          
            A MAN AFTER HIS OWN MUSE

          

        

      

    

    
      As he did nearly every Tuesday morning, Milton Grandby, Earl of Torrington, read the prior day’s The Times as he sat in a reading lounge on the third floor of The Temple of the Muses. He would have read the paper in the comfort of his breakfast parlor at Worthington House, but when Harry Tennison, Earl of Everly, was away on one of his scientific expeditions, Milton felt it necessary to ensure the safety of the earl’s sister, Evangeline, while she made her weekly trek to the bookshop. Although she was always in the company of her lady’s maid, she was unmarried, and he thought it best to keep an eye on her. Not spy on her, exactly, but ensure she made it to the shop and home again without being accosted by some unscrupulous heathen.

      Milton was her godfather, after all.

      As the godfather of no fewer than one-and-twenty young ladies and at least a dozen young bucks varying in age from about eighteen to six-and-twenty, Grandby took his responsibility quite seriously, even if he was three sheets to the wind when he made his agreements to be their godfather back in the day.

      Some of the goddaughters were married now. Lady Clarinda Anne Brotherton was the Countess of Norwick. Somehow the daughter of an earl had managed to tame the rake that was David Fitzwilliam. The proprietor of one of the most exclusive brothels in London, the earl had waited until he was six-and-thirty before deciding to sell his businesses and court and marry Clarinda, all in less than a month’s time.

      The daughter of a rather successful businessman who was well-known in ton circles for helping peers of the realm make money, Olivia Waterford was married to one of her father’s business partners. Michael Cunningham, the second son of Viscount Cunningham and a bare-knuckle fighter, was rather successful in his own business ventures. But he could be quite a dunderhead when it came to, well, everything else. It was a wonder he had managed to snag the lovely Olivia before it was too late.

      Lady Elizabeth Carlington was now the Viscountess Bostwick, having proposed to George Bennett-Jones when all the on-dit suggested she would end up as the Countess of Trenton.

      Her best friend, Lady Charlotte Bingham, had recently married and was now the Duchess of Chichester, a title everyone knew she would gain by marriage back when she was still in leading strings. The identity of her duke had changed, however, much to Milton’s relief. He never much cared for the older son of John Wainwright. Having survived the fire that killed the rest of his family, the younger brother, Joshua Wainwright, had the title, and he now had Charlotte as his wife. Now, that is a perfect union, Milton thought with a good deal of satisfaction. He remembered how he had proposed to his own wife only the day before they paid witness to the ducal wedding in a small chapel in Plaistow.

      Elizabeth’s other best friend, Lady Hannah Slater, the daughter of the Marquess of Devonville, had married Henry Forster and was now the Countess of Gisborn as well as Milton’s niece by marriage. According to his wife, Adele Slater Worthington Grandby, Hannah was enjoying life as a farmer’s wife in Oxfordshire and doting on a son she’d delivered just six weeks ago. Apparently, her rather large Alpenmastiff was of the same mind, the dog having decided the babe’s safety was his responsibility. As long as the baby didn’t drown in the dog’s slobber, Milton thought the arrangement most suitable.

      Without any intervention on his part, Julia Harrington had wed  Alistair Comber, bless her heart, even if there might have been a wager involved.

      He considered the next round of eligible goddaughters. Samantha Fitzsimmons and Evangeline Tennison.

      Evangeline was the priority, if for no other reason than she was the oldest.

      With her brother not due back from his latest expedition for at least a week, Milton was considering what could be done, short of bribery or deceit, to see to it Evangeline was betrothed and married before the man left again on another voyage.

      So it was an overheard snippet of conversation that had Milton setting aside his newspaper in order to eavesdrop on Lady Evangeline and the young man who had apparently approached her just beyond the entry to the reading lounge.

      Pardon, my lady, but are you Lady Evangeline?

      Grandby listened intently, shaking his head when he heard the young buck say, And rather flattered that you would remember me from our brief introduction at Lord Weatherstone’s ball. Then he rolled his eyes when the dunderhead said, It was good cake, as I recall. And not enough of it.

      Milton frowned. Faith! Talk about making a cake of it! Lady Evangeline was probably halfway down the stairs by now, thoroughly offended and on a mission to locate a constable.

      Reluctantly lifting himself from the comfortable chair, Milton moved to stand near the threshold. He peeked around the edge of the door frame and immediately recognized Jeffrey Althorpe. The baron was watching the back of Lady Evangeline as she took her leave of him, and probably of The Temple of Muses, if she had any sense.

      Milton thought he really should follow the young woman to be sure she arrived at her next appointment unharmed. He didn’t wish to make his presence known, though, and there was the issue of the baron still out in the hall. Having no wish to engage him in conversation nor make it known he was eavesdropping by scolding the fool for his offensive comment, Grandby leaned against the wall and waited until it was safe to leave the third floor.
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            MAKING AMENDS FOR MAKING A CAKE

          

        

      

    

    
      Jeffrey Althorpe realized his mistake almost immediately.

      It was good cake?

      How could he have made such an awful comment? He wasn’t supposed to have agreed with the lady’s assessment of what had happened at Lord Weatherstone’s ball. He should have informed her that she was wrong about what had happened. Well, not exactly wrong, but dropping her spectacles had merely been an accident. No harm had come to the eyewear, and although Jeffrey feared his breeches would split open in the rear as he dropped down to retrieve them, the unforgiving satin had held.

      It was the moment when he stood up—that brief moment when she was still below him, looking up at him as he held onto her hand—it was that moment he remembered with such clarity. That moment when her face displayed a look of surprise, as if she hadn’t expected him to make the move to pick up her glasses. He was sure her nose had touched his hair, the sensation not unlike a sensuous caress. He was quite sure his entire body had shivered in response. And when he gently tugged on the hand he still held to help her up, he had a passing thought that if Lady Pettigrew wasn’t standing right there, he would have kissed the surprise right off of Lady Evangeline’s lips before she’d had a chance to get her feet firmly under her.

      Talk about making a cake of it!

      But now Lady Evangeline had suddenly taken her leave of him—and the book with her!

      Jeffrey hurried down the rows of books toward the stairs that would lead to the lower stories. A glimpse of the retreating hem of Lady Evangeline’s gown caught his eye, though, and he slowed his steps. She had apparently gone into the lounging room, no doubt to begin reading the book.

      My book!

      He had made the trip to the Temple of the Muses for the sole purpose of acquiring one of the first printings of The Story of a Baron. He had even managed to arrive within a few moments of the store’s opening, thinking he would be the only one in London with the sole errand of buying that particular book on its first day for sale in the store.

      But someone else had his book.

      Of course, he could simply ask Mr. Pritchard to order another copy on his behalf. I can wait, he told himself, rolling his eyes as he considered that he most certainly could not wait. He had to learn what the publisher had done with his tome.

      My first book!

      And who should end up with the first copy but the very young woman over whom he found himself feeling just a bit... unsettled?

      Only because I am intrigued by her, he thought as he pulled up short of the doorway to the lounging room.

      Damnation! Why would he think such a thing about Evangeline Tennison?

      It wasn’t because she had chosen his book to buy the very day it went on sale. He had been attracted to her that very first time he’d seen her at Lord Weatherstone’s ball. Otherwise, why would he have embarrassed himself by begging Lady Pettigrew of all people to arrange an introduction? Lady Pettigrew—the only older woman whose bare breasts he had seen in their entirety and totally by accident—but that was a story for another day. And now he had further embarrassed himself during their short interchange only a moment ago!

      Talk about making a cake of it!

      Learning there was only one copy of the book on the third floor had him curious, though. Did the Temple’s book buyer think the work of fiction unworthy of space on their shelves? Did they think that a story about a baron wouldn’t sell to London’s readers?

      Or was it too expensive? The publisher had said he would release it all in one volume instead of the usual three. That meant the book would be larger than most. More expensive than seven shillings, surely. Probably closer to twenty in cost. Even more with its leather binding.

      Jeffrey hadn’t had a chance to learn the exact price of the book. His publisher had never discussed the binding nor how many would be printed for its release. And the Temple of the Muses had a reputation for carrying books that were affordable. Perhaps after The Story of a Baron had been available for several months, the Temple would receive the remainders and sell those instead of first-run editions.

      The excitement... no, the pride he’d felt on entering the bookshop that morning completely disappeared. All because Lady Evangeline had beaten him to his own book!

      Or had she?

      Perhaps he could talk her into allowing him to buy the first copy. Surely the woman could be reasonable. He would simply explain that he had written the book and wanted to buy the shop’s first copy.

      And then he would promise her the next one!

      Jeffrey’s new-found excitement was doused almost as quickly as it had been ignited. He couldn’t tell Lady Evangeline he was the author! He didn’t want the entire ton to know he had written a book that sometimes poked fun at the aristocracy. Nor did he wish to be known as its author, should someone take exception to its content. He’d been most careful in the names and descriptions he used for his cast of characters, changing them so that no one would be offended. But what if someone he hadn’t used as inspiration accused him of slander? Or, worse, if he’d left said person out of the story when they wanted to be featured in it?

      “Pardon me, my lady, but I wondered if I might have a word with you?” he ventured as he stood on the threshold of the lounging room. At first, he thought Lady Evangeline was the only person in the room, but a young woman, apparently her lady’s maid, was standing in front of one of the chairs. He remembered her from when he had glanced into the room on his way to the New Arrivals section.

      Lady Evangeline, still holding his closed book on her arm, was clearly startled as she turned to regard him. Her eyes were bright, as if she were about to cry. “So that I might make an even larger cake?” she responded, her query dripping with sarcasm.

      Quite sure he had offended her with his comment about cake, Jeffrey stood staring at the young woman. “Truly, my lady, I meant no offense,” he claimed as he shook his head. “In fact, I intended to inform you of your mistaken impression on the evening we met, but then I thought it would be wrong of me to do so. And so it is I who has made a cake of it.” He paused a moment, hoping she was following his logic. “By not making myself clear,” he added with a nod.

      Lady Evangeline regarded the baron for a moment, still unnerved by his appearance in the lounging room. His tone was apologetic, his eyes suitably downcast, and his manner most sober. “So... no cakes?” she managed to get out before she had to suppress a sob by swallowing. Hard.

      Jeffrey reached for her hand and leaned down to brush his lips over the back of it. “Only at tea, milady,” he said, unaware  he still held onto her bare fingers until he felt her gentle tug. “Oh, pardon,” he added, a flush coloring his face as he released her hand.

      The earl’s sister nodded, noticing his embarrassment. Deciding not to add to it, she asked, “And what, pray tell, brought you to the Temple today?” she asked carefully, deciding it would be best to change the topic of conversation. All the talk of cake had her feeling hungry and wishing The Temple of the Muses offered a tea service.

      Her question could not have been more perfect. “That book,” Jeffrey replied as he pointed to the tome she held on her arm.

      Her eyes widening, Evangeline glanced down at The Story of a Baron. “Oh?” she asked.

      “I wish to buy it,” he stated.

      Straightening to her full five-foot, eight-inch height, Evangeline said, “As do I.”

      The room was suddenly rather warm.

      Jeffrey frowned. “May I ask... why?”

      Evangeline’s eyes widened a fraction before she shrugged. “I thought to learn more about a baron, I suppose,” she replied. As barons went, she was intrigued by the very man who stood before her. She had been ever since that night at Lord Weatherstone’s ball. “And since it’s written by Anonymous, I believe the author is probably a baron himself, so the story may be autobiographical.”

      Forcibly closing his mouth, Jeffrey swallowed. How had she managed to come to the right conclusion? Well, half right anyway. Most of what was in the book was what Jeffrey hoped would happen when it came to finding a wife. Ever since the Christmastime holiday, he had wondered what it might be like to have a wife with whom to hold on a cold winter night.  Not that he could afford to take a wife, but if the book made him enough in royalties, he might be able to marry.

      “As a baron, I thought to learn more about one of my brethren,” Jeffrey responded after a moment. “Do you suppose you might allow me to buy it today? I would be sure to give it to you when I am finished,” he offered, thinking the gift of a book wouldn’t break one of Society’s rules.

      Evangeline stifled a gasp, but her lady’s maid did not. “Really, Annabelle, it’s not as if the gentleman has offered to buy me a gown or jewels,” she scolded. Although, the thought of Lord Sommers buying her anything caused a fluttery sensation in her stomach. And one of annoyance. If he kept her much longer, she would miss her opportunity to call on Lady Samantha at eleven o’clock. For tea. With cake.

      “I would be happy to buy you your own copy,” Jeffrey offered, pouncing on the alternative she offered. Or almost anything you wanted, he thought, realizing the young woman had him on the verge of frustration. Lust. And impatience.

      

      One of her eyebrows arched up, and Evangeline decided she really didn’t want to wait to read the tale. “Is there a reason you cannot wait until Mr. Pritchard can get you another copy?” she asked.

      She had been sure to arrive at the store just before it opened for the sole purpose of acquiring the book. If this... this brigand was so determined to get his hands on the same book, he should have arrived before I did!

      “My lady,” the baron began with a hint of annoyance. “I could wait, I suppose, but is there any reason why you cannot wait?” he countered, his hands clasping behind his back in an effort to still them. He feared if he left them loose he might be tempted to strangle the girl. Or pull her very hard against the front of his body. He had never in his nine-and-twenty years been tempted to take the life of a woman and kiss her all at the same time, but at the moment, he thought he might actually be capable. Of both. At the same time.

      Oh, why couldn’t he have arrived just a few minutes earlier? Had he managed to wake up when he planned, he would have been at the front door when the shop opened! As it was, his valet had reminded him of the date when he opened the bedchamber drapes and added, “You said you wished to be on your way early this day.”

      Despite the valet’s very best efforts, it still took the same amount of time it always did to shave and dress him. Jeffrey even left the house without having so much as a cup of coffee or a bit of breakfast. And with all this talk of cake, his stomach was reminding him of his oversight.

      It was all going so wrong!

      If only the bookshop offered a tea service!

      Evangeline stared at the impertinent man, appalled he would suggest that she give up her claim to the new book simply because he couldn’t wait to read it. Did other patrons of The Temple of Muses have this problem when they wanted a new book? When they planned their morning with the express purpose of arriving upon the opening of the store to acquire said book?

      She rather doubted it. But, given the baron’s apparent zeal for the same book, she decided that he had probably planned his morning much the same as she had. He had probably arisen a bit earlier than usual, rushing through his morning toilette in an effort to be out of the house and at the storefront at precisely nine o’clock. Perhaps he had been delayed due to his valet, or his breakfast, or traffic. Perhaps it had been his intention to arrive before the store actually opened, much as she had. Did circumstances really dictate that she be the one to claim the book simply because she had arranged everything in advance and it had all worked out in her favor when it had not for this gentleman?

      This gentleman.

      This is Lord Sommers, she reminded herself. He had been the only gentleman to seek an introduction to her at Lord Weatherstone’s ball. Perhaps she was looking at this all wrong.

      “You intended to be here earlier, didn’t you?” Evangeline finally answered, recognizing that the baron was staring at her with a look of expectation... and perhaps, something else.

      “I did. I... My morning did not work out as I intended,” he agreed, his sigh audible in the quiet surrounds. Jeffrey’s gaze softened. If he imagined her without the ridiculous bonnet, he could almost see the honey blond, blue-eyed vision he’d spied, consorting with the potted palm that night at the ball. The willowy blonde he absolutely had to be introduced to before he took his leave of Lord Weatherstone’s ball.

      Here he had been thinking to strangle her, he thought with a guilty heart. “Forgive me, Lady Evangeline,” he whispered, his head dropping into a bow. “I... I have been an absolute ass and...” He paused, realizing almost immediately what word had just come out of his mouth. Closing his eyes for a moment, he hoped beyond hope that he hadn’t just spoken the inappropriate word loud enough so the lady could hear. “And worse,” he added, his head shaking from side to side.

      Evangeline stared at him a moment, her look of shock slowly replaced with one of contrition. “Lord Sommers?” she said with a hint of a question. “I... I apologize. I did not consider we might both find this book equally important,” she said as a becoming blush colored her face.

      Jeffrey sighed. His gaze took in her serviceable pelisse and a bonnet some would consider ridiculous. Despite her clothes, he found her delectable. Did her damned brother not give her an allowance for a decent modiste, though? The earl was off on one of his expeditions to discover who knew what—something about fish, Jeffrey remembered just then,—leaving his comely sister all alone and fending for herself in the largest city in the world. “It is I who should apologize,” he countered, shaking his head in dismay. “About the cake. You must think me the worst kind of rake,” he stated, his eyes rolling up and around to emphasize his plight.

      “Of course not,” Evangeline replied. “You’re simply as desperate as I am,” she reasoned. “We both wish to read the same book on the day of its release.”

      Jeffrey nodded. “And there is only the one copy.”

      Evangeline nodded in return. “There is.” After a moment, she angled her head to one side. “Had you planned to spend the day reading it?” she asked, thinking that if he had not, she would offer to read it and then turn it over to him later. After all, how long would it take to read the book? It was the story of a baron.

      His eyebrows rising to meet his hair, Jeffrey nodded. “The entire day,” he agreed with a sigh.

      Wondering if her lady’s maid was still within earshot, Evangeline glanced around. “Me, too,” she replied, deciding she didn’t have to call on Lady Samantha at eleven o’clock. She considered their options. She could read it and then have it delivered to the baron’s residence. Or she could allow him to read it first and have it delivered to Rosemount House. Or...

      “Would you agree to reading it... together?” Evangeline offered with a raised eyebrow. “The weather is fine. We could find a bench in the square—”

      “And read it side-by-side?” the baron asked, a shiver of excitement racing up his spine. His voice was quiet, as if they were arranging a clandestine affaire.

      Then he remembered what they would be reading.

      His book. The Story of a Baron. A book he had written about a baron who was besotted by a certain young lady whom he had somewhat modeled after the very woman who stood before him.

      Well, modeled might be too strong a word, he thought. He had simply borrowed some of the situations from her life and turned them around a bit. Created some opposites in the names of the settings. Invented a character that might have been any young lady in the ton. Surely Lady Evangeline wouldn’t notice.

      His heroine was really nothing like Evangeline, except that they could both benefit by employing a different modiste. Geraldine was brunette and petite. The description might suit half the young misses in London. Why, reading this book with Lady Evangeline might mean he could gauge her interest. Discover if she recognized any of the other aristocrats he had used as inspiration. Determine what she thought of his writing style.

      So Jeffrey relaxed a bit and waited with bated breath for Evangeline to respond.

      A shiver passed through Evangeline, the sensation leaving behind goose bumps on her arms and down her spine. “I think we shall have to read it side-by-side,” she agreed. “Although I can read upside-down when circumstances require, I would not wish to do so when reading for pleasure.”

      Another shiver passed through Jeffrey. Pleasure. The woman read for pleasure. Probably because she had nothing else to do. He was considering several other pursuits she could do for pleasure, none of them involving books. All of them involving him. Naked, between the linens of his favorite bed in the family estate in Herefordshire. Or in his bedchamber in Sommers Place in Cavendish Square. “Of course,” was all he could manage, hoping his arousal wasn’t going to make itself evident.

      “Then, it’s settled,” Evangeline stated with a curt nod.

      Clutching the book in one arm, she led the way to the stairs, knowing her lady’s maid would hurry to join them at any moment. Before she reached the bottom of all the flights, she had both gloves pulled onto her hands. When she passed by the circular desk, she merely nodded to one of the clerks, who acknowledged her with a quick nod and a receipt ready for her to sign.

      By the time they reached the front door of the bookshop, Lord Sommers had hurried forward to open the door.

      He stood aside as Lady Evangeline and her lady’s maid took their leave of the store. When he noticed Mr. Pritchard staring at him with a look of shock, he gave the man a shrug. “Perhaps you can order me another copy?” he said sotto voce. He tossed a shilling in the man’s direction. “Good day,” he called out and hurried to catch up to Lady Evangeline.
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            AFFAIRE IN THE SQUARE

          

        

      

    

    
      A moment later, Milton, Earl of Torrington, descended the stairs into the lobby of the bookshop, his eyes darting about as if he expected books to come flying off the shelves. When he was noticed by the shopkeeper, he gave the man a nod and hurried up to him. “Did Lady Evangeline leave with Lord Sommers?” he asked sotto voce.

      Harold Pritchard nodded and bowed deeply, wondering at the earl’s lowered voice. “She did,” he confirmed. “With his book,” he added, one eyebrow cocked up. Then it furrowed. “I wasn’t supposed to tell you that.”

      Milton frowned, wondering if the man meant that Lady Evangeline had run off with a book that belonged to the baron or if he meant the baron had written the book. If Lord Sommers was in pursuit, then Evangeline was at a disadvantage, given her heeled shoes. “Good day,” he said quickly, donning his hat as he took his leave of the shop.

      Why would his goddaughter have done such a thing as steal a baron’s book?

      He spotted the pair as they made their way into the center of Finsbury Square, rather relieved to see the baron wasn’t chasing his goddaughter. In fact, from the way they walked side-by-side, Lady Evangeline’s hand on Lord Sommers’ arm, it didn’t appear as if Lord Sommers was even in a hurry to retrieve his book. Evangeline’s lady’s maid followed behind, apparently unconcerned that her mistress was in the company of the baron.

      Curious, the earl crossed the street and entered the square, deciding he needed to keep an eye on the situation.

      

      The building that hosted The Temple of the Muses proved the perfect backdrop as Lord Sommers and Lady Evangeline settled themselves onto a park bench. The baron made sure to leave a few inches between them at first, but when Evangeline opened the book to the first page, she allowed him to pull the book in his direction so that one side of it rested on his right thigh while the other was held by her gloved hand, which she supported on her left thigh.

      “Are you a fast reader?” Jeffrey asked as he allowed her to turn the front pages until the first page of Chapter One appeared. “I ask only because I am not,” he clarified, not wanting to attempt to race her to the finish of each spread.

      “Not particularly,” Evangeline replied. “But if I get to the end of a page before you do, I shall wait until you have indicated you are ready for the next page before I turn it.”

      Jeffrey nodded and then wondered if he should feel a bit offended. Did the earl’s daughter think him incapable of reading at the same speed as she? Although he usually didn’t read quickly, he had written the book—he could probably skim the thing and be done in a few hours or so.

      Except he had no idea what his publisher had done with the manuscript after their last meeting. An editor might have changed the story, or added a character, or God forbid, deleted a chapter. He might have changed Jeffrey’s prose so that much of the life had been sucked out of his carefully constructed words, or perhaps the man had embellished the story to make it more flowery, or less comedic, or more dramatic, or completely ridiculous. I’ll have to read it completely, he thought, giving Evangeline a nod when he saw she was waiting for a response.

      “I am ready, my lady,” he said with more certainty than he felt.

      “As am I,” Evangeline replied with a grin. She lowered her spectacles so they rested on the end of her nose, and she began to read.
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        The Story of a Baron

        A Novel in One Volume

        Written by Anonymous

      

      

      Chapter 1: In Another Time and Place

      Matthew Winters, Baron Ballantine, entered his favorite bookshop in search of a particular new title. Having just returned from the family estate in Shropshire, a poorly maintained pile set against a hill and overlooking pastures dotted with sheep and a fishing pond, the baron found the library in his bachelor apartments just as depressing as when he’d left them the year before.

      He had missed the fall sessions of Parliament in favor of helping with the harvest and seeing to repairs on several structures on Ballantine properties. Christmastime at Ballantine Park had been boring in the extreme—three days of drifting snow prevented him from leaving the estate, even to ride his horse. Once the snow had melted, it was time to arrange for seeding and sowing. Not particularly fond of farming and having tenants who could see to the lands, Matthew had decided it was time to return to Mayfair.

      The Season was about to begin.

      Despite the pleasant weather and a stack of invoices that demanded his attention—and most of his bank account— Matthew was determined to spend the day ensconced in his library reading. Trouble was, he had read every book on the shelves.

      Well, read was probably too strong a word.

      The tome on farming had at least been opened and occasionally used for reference, and the two on parliamentary procedure had been excellent sleep aides, but Ballantine was in search of more satisfying fare. Nothing fictional, he had decided the night before, but instead something to help with a particular problem. Hence, his trip to his favorite bookshop, The Palace of Prose.

      The baron made his way to the third story of the shop, figuring the book he sought, In Pursuit of the Perfect Woman: A Gentleman’s Guide to Finding a Wife, would be mid-priced. At least, Thomas Christianson, Earl of Atherton, had assured him it was affordable. Atherton had also sworn by the book’s recommendations, claiming to have used its advice not only to gain a loving wife, but one who came with a substantial dowry and a disposition that not only tolerated his mistress, but encouraged him to take another. “You never know when the first one will tire of you, dear,” she had apparently said, “So it’s best to have another waiting in the wings. Or between the sheets, I suppose.”

      Matthew wasn’t sure if he believed his friend’s recollection of Lady Atherton’s position on mistresses, but the man did have money with which to gamble at Black’s men’s club. Although Matthew didn’t gamble to excess—he couldn’t afford to do so given his limited means—he thought it would be an improvement for his position in Society to stay at the gaming tables longer than half an hour once a week.

      The baron stopped in his tracks as he reached the top of the stairs. Although it was too early for most shoppers of the famed bookseller, the third floor could claim at least one other on this pleasant day.

      One of the female persuasion.

      A female who was rather beautiful, in fact. Lit from above by a skylight and dressed entirely in pink, she appeared almost angelic as beams of light cascaded around her. Although her head was bent over an open book and somewhat shadowed by the brim of her pink bonnet, her profile suggested she was young, but at least of marriageable age.

      As Matthew Winters regarded the petite gel at the end of the hallway, he thought she seemed familiar, but he couldn’t place where he might have met her. In a ballroom, perhaps, or maybe she had been perched on a phaeton parked outside of Hunter’s Tea Emporium.

      The thought reminded him that he had promised his mother that he would escort her to Hunter’s for an ice sometime that week. Given the fair weather, he decided he had best fulfill the obligation sooner than later. If it rained, he would be forced to enter the premises and endure introductions to every available unmarried daughter of the peerage.

      Well, a number of them anyway.

      The shop wasn’t large enough to accommodate all of them.

      The baron made his way past the shelves featuring books on botany and physiology and around a table on which was an artfully arranged display of books on keeping a household.

      Convinced the woman was about to take her leave of the book shop, Matthew was determined to introduce himself before she did so.

      Passing the sportsman’s section, he paused to glance at a book on fly fishing. He was about to open the slim volume when he noticed the woman motioning toward one of the lounging rooms. He was nearly in greeting distance when her lady’s maid appeared in the doorway.

      Damnation!

      The woman turned and regarded him for only a moment, recognition apparent in her eyes. “Lord Ballantine,” the petite brunette said as she held out her hand in his direction. The lady’s maid stepped back and pretended to study a book on art history.

      Stunned, Matthew had to force his mouth to stay closed. Apparently, they had met in the past, but he couldn’t put a name to the face. She was poised, not the least bit embarrassed about her lack of height, and was definitely not a milkwater maid. “My lady,” he answered as he took her hand and kissed the back of the pink silk glove. “I fear you have me at a disadvantage,” he admitted, deciding a bluff wouldn’t work.

      The woman, who sported a light pink pelisse and matching parasol, which, thankfully, remained closed, gave him a wavering smile. “Geraldine. We used to play together.” When recognition didn’t appear in his expression, she added, “In our youth, of course. We made mud pies. Skipped rocks. Hid in the folly.” Kissed in the barn. She decided not to mention that last bit, if only because it would add to the list of indiscretions in which she had recently been accused of participating. After a slight pause, she added, “I recall hating you on occasion. You were best friends with my brother, Richard. Lord Afterly.”

      Matthew gave a quick shake of his head. “Of course!” He knew immediately why he didn’t recognize the young lady. The last time he had seen Lady Geraldine Porterhouse, she was barely in the schoolroom! “I suppose no one gets away with calling you ‘Jerry’ these days,” he commented in a teasing voice.

      Her sea green eyes widening in delight, Geraldine raised a hand to cover her mouth. “You do remember! Although, I must admit, I wish you didn’t,” she replied with a wan smile. A pink flush colored her face before she could lower her head, although she might have appeared pink simply because she wore so much of the color. “I didn’t really hate you.”

      The brim of her pink bonnet briefly hid her features from Matthew. She’s become a lovely creature, he thought, rather heartened to hear her last words. Theirs had been a tumultuous relationship, but they had been mere children back then. Well, except for when he kissed her in the barn. They had been in their teen years at that point.

      He wondered to whom she was married.

      Her parents, the Marquess and Marchioness of Afterly, had both died when their carriage overturned on a trip in Spain. They had been on their Grand Tour of Europe, their trip nearly complete when they perished. Richard Porterhouse, still in his twenties, had inherited the marquessate. But his penchant for traveling—his avocation was archaeology—meant his older sister was left on her own for months at a time. At least the poor thing was a sociable creature; she managed to attend a variety of ton events despite not having an escort or a companion at her elbow. Even though he had only been back in London a few days, Matthew had already heard some gossip about her—everyone in the ton had heard about the supposed exploits of Lady Geraldine.

      “It looks as if you were about to take your leave. May I escort you to your carriage?” Matthew offered, extending an elbow in her direction.

      Geraldine glanced back to ensure her lady’s maid still shadowed her. “Why, that’s very kind of you, my lord,” she replied, moving to rest her hand on his arm, as if she did it everyday. “I am actually on my way to shop in New Bond Street.”

      “Call me Ballantine,” he replied quickly, daring a glance at Geraldine’s jewel-bedecked hand on his arm. There were three rings, but none on her fourth finger.

      “A barony seems to suit you, Ballantine,” Geraldine commented as she allowed him to lead them down the stairs. “How long has it been?”

      Matthew knew she referred to the death of his father, a rather unexpected event that had left his mother an almost helpless widow and a barony near receivership. “Coming up on four years now,” he finally answered, chiding himself on how he had allowed the innocent question to result in a sudden fit of melancholy.

      They made their way to the front of the bookstore, Geraldine’s lady’s maid following close behind. Not comfortable making small talk, Ballantine grasped for a topic he might bring up to keep the gel talking. “Forgive me, but I don’t recall reading about your wedding,” he ventured as a footman saw to the door. “Who is the lucky man, if I may ask?”

      Turning her head to regard the baron as they passed through the front doors of the establishment, Geraldine had to resist the urge to snort. “You didn’t read about a wedding involving me because there hasn’t been one,” she responded with a shake of her head and a quick wave of the hand decorated with gemstones. Or, perhaps they were paste. He couldn’t really tell.

      Matthew nearly stopped in his tracks. Not married? Geraldine Porterhouse was one of prettiest young women in the ton! Her father had been a marquess. Her brother was now the Marquess of Afterly. How could she have avoided the bonds of marriage? “But you’re... betrothed, certainly,” Matthew insisted, glancing up and down the street in an attempt to determine which piece of equipage would be taking her to her next destination.

      Geraldine allowed an audible sigh. “I am not, actually,” she informed him archly. “A situation that will probably not change until my brother can see fit to spend more than a fortnight in London. Or a highwayman kidnaps me and takes me to Gretna Green,” she added in an excited voice, as if she found the prospect of an elopement preferable to a more respectable betrothal.

      “Is Afterly still in Greece?” Matthew guessed, a frown forming a vertical line between his brows.

      “Rome now, I think,” Geraldine replied. “But I’ve received word he will be returning soon. Which means he’s about to run out of funding and needs to come home to beg for more,” she said sotto voce. “I do hope he remembered his promise to bring me back a bauble or two from Italy. Seems the least he can do after leaving me alone for so long.”

      Matthew nodded his understanding. Richard Porterhouse spent months abroad on archeological expeditions, digging up bits of pottery and other remnants of societies long dead. “Does he truly leave you... alone?” Matthew asked with concern, a shiver of excitement racing down his spine as another part of him anticipated what he could be doing with the divine Lady Geraldine until her brother returned from the Continent. Kissing her, certainly. Divesting her of the pink gown she wore. Taking his time as he learned every inch of her with his tongue and teeth and the tips of his fingers. Burying himself inside her. Taking his pleasure until he was delirious. Giving her pleasure until she nearly fainted. And then doing it all over again the next day.

      “Why, Lord Ballantine, you naughty boy!” Geraldine responded, her voice suggesting she wasn’t teasing but had guessed exactly what he was thinking.

      His face reddening at her comment, Matthew pondered if he should agree with her assessment. He was thinking rather naughty thoughts of her just then.

      Should he deny he had been thinking any such things? He could, but then he’d be telling a lie.

      Ignore her comment, perhaps? Ignore it, and then say something completely unrelated so she would be forced to change the subject?

      He was about to agree with her when the marquess’ daughter stopped walking, forcing Matthew to spin to his right as her hand still clung to his arm. Geraldine’s lady’s maid, only a few steps behind them, nearly collided with her mistress.

      Almost face-to-face, Matthew regarded Geraldine with a stunned look. “My lady?” he asked in alarm.

      Geraldine’s mouth opened as if she were about to speak, but no sound came out. Lowering her face, she sighed. “I apologize, my lord,” she said in a small voice. “I... I cannot believe I could be so... bold. So brazen. You must think me awfully uncouth,” she added in a most remorseful tone.

      Matthew stared at the sorrowful woman. Her confident air had been replaced with one of contrition, her petite frame appearing even more shrunken as her shoulders slumped. He thought he saw her eyes brighten with unshed tears. And the thought that she might start to cry right there in the middle of New Bond Street had the baron in a state of near panic. “My lady, whatever you are thinking, let me assure you, there is no reason to believe that you have offended me, for you have not,” he assured her. “And I... I do not think of you as particularly bold. Or brazen,” he added for good measure.

      Liar, he thought just as quickly. For, compared to other ladies of the ton, he surmised Lady Geraldine was rather bold. A bit too brazen. And the only woman on the planet with whom he could imagine enjoying the scandalous activities they could perform in his bedchamber.

      Or hers.

      I am going to hell.

      Geraldine lifted her head, her eyes finally meeting his. One tear had escaped and was leaving a wet trail down her cheek. “I merely meant to tease you,” she whispered, lifting her reticule in an attempt to find a handkerchief. Before she could get it open, though, Matthew had his own out of his pocket and was gently dabbing at her cheek.

      He could admit he was guilty of the very crime she mentioned. He should own up to it. He should put her out of her misery and admit she was right. But he found he rather liked this version of Lady Geraldine. Teary-eyed damsel in distress. All woman. All soft and pliable. Angelic.

      I could put her on a pedestal and worship her, he thought with a sigh.

      But I’d rather worship her naked body with my bed as an altar, his baser side argued.

      Faith! He hadn’t realized how much he missed having a mistress until that very moment. If he spent two more minutes with the lady, she would be in grave danger of losing her maidenhead—if she even still possessed it, given the on-dit that suggested she had been intimate with at least three gentlemen. Matthew had a passing thought that her jewels might have been gifts from those gentlemen. His good mood turned sour.

      Matthew glanced around, desperate to find an excuse to take his leave of her. “Let me assure my lady that you may tease me whenever you wish,” he finally said, not realizing how his words could be misinterpreted.

      Lady Geraldine’s look of contrition was replaced with one of surprise. “You are too kind,” she replied with a nod.

      “I fear my appearance in The Palace of Prose may have kept you from your appointments this morning. What is your destination?” Matthew asked, thinking he would simply hire a hackney and see her on her way.

      Geraldine cocked her head to one side, understanding that Lord Ballantine probably had errands other than hers planned for the day. Although her boldness hadn’t seemed to offend the man, she had apparently taken up too much of his time. “Madame Diana’s Emporium,” she informed him, one hand pointing in the direction of the lady’s shop across the street—a shop featuring corsets and night rails and all manner of undergarments for ladies.

      Matthew’s eyes followed the direction in which Geraldine pointed, his eyes pausing on yet another large gemstone on her finger. His face once again displaying embarrassment, he bowed and lifted Geraldine’s hand to his lips, giving the ring a thorough look. Although he wasn’t positive, he was fairly sure the stone was paste. “Then I shall take my leave of you, my lady,” he said with a nod. He kissed the back of her hand and gave a cursory bow before he hurried off in the direction from which they’d come.

      

      A startled expression still on her face, Geraldine watched the baron’s back as he made his way down New Bond Street. “Was it something I said?” she whispered to herself. “Or something he was about to do?” A shiver of delight raced through her body. She grinned, deciding she rather liked the grown up version of Matthew Winters.

      Geraldine gave one more glance at the baron’s departing back before making her way across the street to Madame Diana’s Emporium.

      As she was about to enter the shop, she dared another look up and down New Bond Street, hoping to spot the baron. There was no sign of him, though. Allowing a sigh of disappointment, she passed through the doors of the lady’s establishment and disappeared from view.

      

      Across the street, Matthew Winters watched from where he stood hidden in an alcove leading to a haberdashery. Although he thought about going back to The Palace of Prose to purchase the book, In Pursuit of the Perfect Woman: A Gentleman’s Guide to Finding a Wife, he decided he might not require its assistance after all.

      Although Geraldine Porterhouse wasn’t the perfect woman, she might do in a pinch, he considered. And better someone he knew than someone he didn’t—even if she did come with a bit too much scandal.
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      Back in Finsbury Square

      Jeffrey finished reading the last line, a sense of déjà vu settling over him at the same time he felt heat creeping up to color his throat and face with a hint of red. He had been correct in remembering the first chapter of his book featured the hero and heroine meeting in a bookshop. It was as if had foreseen his morning with Lady Evangeline and then documented the encounter. That is, if she had been more like Geraldine, and he had been more like Matthew, which, of course, neither of them were. Giving it another thought, he decided the two situations held little in common but the setting.

      Curious as to what Evangeline thought, he turned his attention to her profile. “Well, what are your thoughts?”

      Evangeline gave a sigh before she looked up from the book. “I am quite sure these two will end up together,” she said with a good deal of satisfaction. “I look forward to learning how.” She turned to regard Lord Sommers for a moment. “Even though they apparently knew one another when they were younger, Lady Geraldine seems a bit... well, a bit bold for Lord Ballantine’s tastes.” For any man’s tastes, she almost said, but she knew so little of their sex, she thought it better she limit her comments.

      Jeffrey gave her a sideways glance, his face still red with embarrassment. The woman in the book was bold, yes, but the baron’s thoughts were more so. The fact that they were written out so explicitly and that Lady Evangeline remained so calm as she read them had Jeffrey wondering if she were as bold as Geraldine.

      He hadn’t even considered his book might be read by women when he was writing it, especially not by women who were gently bred! How could Evangeline sit next to him and remain so... so calm as a male member of the ton thought such scandalous thoughts about what he might do with a woman? She hadn’t made so much as a peep of protest whilst reading that part of the first chapter!

      “Did you not find the story a bit... scandalous?” he enquired, keeping his voice down when he remembered her lady’s maid was sitting on the other side of Evangeline.

      Frowning, Evangeline thought for a moment. “No,” she finally answered with a shake of her head. “Quite the contrary, given this is the story of a peer.”

      It was Jeffrey’s turn to frown. “You expected it to be... to be more scandalous because a peer is involved?” he asked outright. Faith! What kind of books was Evangeline Tennison used to reading?

      All kinds, a voice in the back of his head reminded him. What else did the poor girl have to do all day but read books, given her brother was away on his scientific expeditions most of the time? She had probably read every single book in the Rosemount House library!

      Evangeline shrugged before she realized the baron probably wasn’t used to reading fiction. He probably had to read books about farming and parliamentary procedures—books that would be better used to put a person to sleep. “Not scandalous, necessarily,” she said with another shake of her head. “But it was, no doubt, written by a man who is familiar with life in the ton, and from what I gather from my brother’s occasional comments on the matter, the men can be a bit... uncouth.”

      Jeffrey stared at the earl’s sister for a moment. “Why do you think it was written by a man?” he asked, apparently no longer concerned about her feminine sensibilities.

      Evangeline appeared somewhat surprised by the question. “Well…,” she hedged a moment. “The description of Lord Ballantine is as I would expect a man to describe him. There is no mention as to whether or not he is handsome, nor anything about the color of his eyes or the shape of his nose. If he has a square jaw or a strong chin. If his lips are kissable.” A slight blush crept up her face. “There’s also no description of his clothing. The color. The cut. Whether or not it’s made of quality fabrics. Does he wear boots or shoes? Are they shined?

      “Had a woman written this, I am quite certain those attributes would have been described in great detail,” Evangeline explained. “Of course, I could be wrong,” she added, amused at the baron’s quizzical expression as she gave him her list of reasons.

      Straightening on the bench, Jeffrey regarded her for a moment. The lady wasn’t wrong. He rather doubted she was often wrong about anything. “And the description of Miss Porterhouse?” he asked, eager to hear her take on the heroine of the story.

      At his query, Evangeline seemed at a loss. “I have not met a woman quite like her whilst paying calls. Nor did I have any classmates who were like her in character,” she answered carefully, her head shaking a bit.

      “Classmates?” Jeffrey repeated, his brow furrowing.

      Evangeline nodded. “I attended Warwick’s Grammar and Finishing School,” she said. “For three years. I would have had a governess like most daughters of earls, but with my parents having died and my brother away on his expeditions, it was better that I live at a boarding school. I had protection, of course,” she added quickly, figuring he might balk at the idea of a young lady of the ton attending such a school.

      “Ah,” Jeffrey answered, folding his arms across his chest. The finishing school was favored by wealthy families who wished to have their daughters learn how to speak French, dance, draw and paint, sew, play piano-forté, and appreciate theatrical productions. “So, you probably attended with other young ladies of gentle breeding,” he assumed, thinking the girls from Warwick’s probably didn’t plan practical jokes or pull pranks when they weren’t in class. At least, not like the ones he’d been guilty of doing at Eton and Cambridge.

      Nodding, Evangeline said, “Most of my classmates are married now. And my experience with Society events is still rather limited, so perhaps there are women like Miss Porterhouse, and I just haven’t yet met them.”

      Jeffrey gave her a sideways glance. “Are you sure you are not like Miss Porterhouse?” he teased, wondering too late why he wished she were.

      Evangeline’s eyes widened in shock. “I most certainly am nothing like Geraldine,” she said, her emphatic response causing Jeffrey to raise a brow. “Even if they were the best of friends when they were children, she was far too forward with Lord Ballantine, what with her comment about him being naughty,” she argued. “Why, if she was a real person, I don’t know how she would expect to find a suitable match when her reputation is already in question. Perhaps we’ll learn if she truly is ruined, for I rather doubt this is her first time being so forward with a member of your sex.”

      His eyebrows furrowing so a fold of skin formed between them, Jeffrey shook his head. “What... what makes you say that?”

      Evangeline lowered her voice before saying, “If she is so forward with Lord Ballantine—a man she has not seen in many years—she is no doubt that way with other gentlemen,” she reasoned quickly. “Remember, Ballantine had heard gossip suggesting that she may have been intimate with as many as three gentlemen.”

      Jeffrey considered her words for a long time before he nodded, realizing any man who came into contact with a character like Geraldine Porterhouse would talk about her. “Men are the worst gossips,” Jeffrey said in agreement.

      It was Evangeline’s turn to exhibit shock. “They are?” Lord Sommers obviously hadn’t been in a Mayfair parlor at two o’clock in the afternoon!

      Suppressing the urge to laugh at Evangeline, Jeffrey merely nodded. And then he watched as her expression changed from one of astonishment to one of concern. “What is it?” he asked.

      Evangeline shook her head. “I was just wondering what was being said... about me, is all,” she whispered, a flush of pink coloring her face. “If anything,” she added quickly, not wanting to suggest there was any reason she might be a source of gossip.

      Recognizing her look for what it was, Jeffrey leaned in and said, “I have not heard a single offensive word spoken about you.” He could have claimed he hadn’t heard a single word of anything about her, but that would be a bald-faced lie. Most of what he had heard had more to do with the pity people felt for her—pity because the poor thing was stuck with Lord Everly, her inattentive and mostly absent brother, as a protector. And there were those who referred to her as a bluestocking, but he didn’t find the term particularly offensive. What was wrong with a woman who was educated? he often wondered. Wouldn’t a man appreciate being able to speak on subjects other than the latest gossip and the fashions from France over breakfast with his wife?

      I would, he thought with a sigh.

      He glanced in Evangeline’s direction, curious about the expression she showed. “What is it?” he asked.

      “I find it very difficult to believe you,” Evangeline stated, determined to make sure the baron understood he wasn’t allowed to lie to her. “That is, unless you spend most of your time in your apartments and not out among the ton.”

      Jeffrey frowned, a bit offended that she thought he lived in housing meant for a bachelor rather than in the house in Cavendish Square he had inherited from his father. His frown deepened when he sorted she was accusing him. “Are you calling me a liar, Lady Evangeline?” he challenged, deciding he really was offended.

      Evangeline’s brows arched up and then settled back down to their normal placement. “Not exactly,” she answered finally. “Yes,” she said after another pause.

      Jeffrey blinked. And then he burst out laughing. “I, my lady, do not find the term ‘bluestocking’ an offensive word when describing the attributes of a lady,” he said in his own defense.

      

      Bluestocking!

      There it was. The word she’d been dreading. The term she had suspected was being used to describe her. And his flippant statement hadn’t made the word any less palatable.

      Suddenly uncomfortable, Evangeline stared at the baron for a long time. She had known the ton had been saying things about her—about her tendency to read too much—and now the moniker of “bluestocking” had been applied to her. She would never be able to lose the label; even if she claimed to be spending her days doing embroidery—which is exactly what she did most days—or drawing silhouettes, or painting, or playing piano-forté—she would never be anything but a bluestocking to those in the ton.

      The combination of frustration and anger had tears pricking the corners of her eyes, but determined not to allow them to fall, Evangeline blinked several times and took a deep breath.

      

      Jeffrey remembered her comment about staying in his apartments and thought it best to clear up that matter right away. “I own a house in Cavendish Square, my lady. Although I spend my nights and mornings there, I spend far more time among my peers,” he said gently.

      Still miffed at the suggestion she was a bluestocking—even if he didn’t mind a woman being a bluestocking—Evangeline let out the breath she’d been holding and straightened. “I must go,” she said, not wanting to spend another minute with a member of the male sex.

      “My lady?” Jeffrey replied, concern evident in his voice.

      “I promised Lady Samantha I would pay a call on her this morning. At Fitzsimmons Manor,” she said, unable to make eye contact with the baron.

      “Of course.” Jeffrey stood up and offered her his hand. Evangeline stared at it for a full second before placing her own gloved hand in his. She stood up, making sure the book ended up in the crook of her other arm. “Good day, Lord Sommers,” she said as she gave him a curtsy.

      Jeffrey felt a bit of panic. He wasn’t about to allow her to take her leave of him, at least, not yet. He had more he wanted to discuss with her about the book. “May I escort you to Lady Samantha’s?” he offered. “Fitzsimmons Manor is on my way,” he lied. Actually, Lord Chamberlain’s house was only on his way if he walked two extra miles and made at least three turns getting home from there.

      Evangeline gave her lady’s maid a glance. “I think not, Lord Sommers. I should hate to think of the gossip our jaunt would elicit.”

      Jeffrey had to suppress the urge to wince at her comment. She was right, of course. Even with her lady’s maid following them, there would be someone who would claim there was something illicit going on between the two of them.

      An affaire.

      A sense of disappointment settled over the baron before he remembered the book. “Then, when can we next meet?” he asked, pointing to the book. “To read?”

      A rather pleasant shiver traveled down Evangeline’s spine as she considered Lord Sommers’ question. He seemed so eager! “What about tomorrow? In the middle of Grosvenor Square?” she suggested. “If the weather is fine,” she amended.

      Jeffrey nodded. “Ten o’clock?” he offered.

      Evangeline nodded. “Ten o’clock.”

      Jeffrey was about to allow her to leave when he considered the unpredictable British climate. “And if the weather is not fine?” he asked. “What then?”

      Evangeline considered some options. Although it wasn’t particularly proper for Lord Sommers to call on her at Rosemount House, the visit might generate just a hint of gossip that could work in her favor. Imagine the on-dit suggesting Lady Evangeline was being visited by a man whilst her brother was still abroad!

      Perhaps she would no longer be labeled a bluestocking!

      Excitement had her holding her breath lest Jeffrey hear her slight gasp. “The library at Rosemount House,” she said with a curt nod, feeling rather bold just then. “We can have tea and biscuits whilst we read.”

      Jeffrey didn’t hide his surprise at her suggestion. And he found himself hoping for inclement weather.

      Days and days of it.

      “Very good, my lady,” he said as he reached for her hand. His lips brushed over her gloved knuckles before he straightened. “I look forward to tomorrow, and to Chapter Two,” he added. “Promise me you won’t read ahead,” he ordered with a cocked eyebrow.

      “I promise I will not,” Evangeline replied before dipping a curtsy.

      Giving her a deep bow in return, Jeffrey took his leave of Evangeline and her lady’s maid and headed back toward the bookshop.

      He intended to have a word with Mr. Pritchard about the limited availability of his book.

      One copy, indeed!
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      Evangeline watched the baron take his leave of the square before opening her parasol. She regarded her lady’s maid for a moment. “Did I shock you, Annabelle?” she asked with amusement, not intending her question to be taken seriously by the lady’s maid.

      Annabelle regarded her mistress for a moment. “A bit, my lady,” she admitted as she moved to walk alongside Evangeline. “But I’ve been thinking it was high time you did.”

      Evangeline spun around, a look of shock on her face. She was about to scold the lady’s maid, but then caught the teasing gleam in Annabelle’s eyes.

      Having been her lady’s maid since Evangeline was old enough to have a lady’s maid, Annabelle was usually quite proper. A few years older than Evangeline, she often confessed she would have liked to spend more time dressing her mistress for soirées and balls and musicales rather than for paying calls on a few young matrons and unmarried ladies of the ton or for an occasional shopping trip. She had said just the week before that she thought Evangeline would be a married woman by now.

      Perhaps it’s time I shocked everyone, Evangeline considered.

      Or, perhaps just some of my acquaintances.

      Or maybe just Lord Sommers.

      Evangeline bit her lip when she decided she might have a bit to learn from Geraldine Porterhouse. She quickened her step as she hurried from the square.

      

      Jeffrey found the bookshop’s manager sifting through a pile of books just inside the entrance to The Temple of the Muses. The man seemed surprised to see him back in the shop. “Lord Sommers?” he said with a quick bow. “I thought I saw you leave earlier—”

      “I escorted Lady Evangeline into the square so that she might begin reading her copy of The Story of a Baron,” he explained huffily. “Was that truly your only copy of the book?” he asked with such vehemence that Mr. Pritchard felt it necessary to take a step back.

      “Well, it was the only copy that made it to the third floor this morning,” Mr. Pritchard answered carefully. The manager waved toward a stack of books to his right. “Until just a few moments ago, I hadn’t had a chance to unpack the rest of the shipment.”

      Jeffrey’s eyes followed to where Mr. Pritchard’s finger pointed. At least ten copies of The Story of a Baron were neatly stacked one atop another. Holding his breath a moment, at once feeling a great deal of pride before feeling a great deal of panic, Jeffrey shook his head. He could buy a copy, of course. Then he wouldn’t have to read the book with Lady Evangeline.

      A sense of immense disappointment settled over him. He wanted to read the book with her. Wanted her honest opinion. Wanted to have an excuse to sit next to her for a time. Every day, until they finished reading the book.

      If he bought just the one copy, though, that would leave the remaining copies available for sale. Should Lady Evangeline learn someone else had the book, or if she discovered them on the shelves at the Temple of the Muses during her next visit, she might inform him and then rescind her offer of allowing him to read with her.

      “I’ll take all of them,” Jeffrey said as reached into his waistcoat pocket for his purse. “And can you pack them up and deliver them to Sommers Place?” he added as he dumped a pile of silver from the purse into his hand and began counting.

      “All of the them, my lord?” Mr. Pritchard asked, his brows furrowed in confusion. “But… But I thought you—”

      “All of them, Mr. Pritchard,” Jeffrey repeated. “And hide them. I shouldn’t want anyone else getting a hold of a copy until... until next Tuesday at the earliest,” he added as he considered how long it might take him and Evangeline to read the entire book, especially if they only read one or two chapters in a sitting.

      Still stunned by the baron’s request, Mr. Pritchard nodded and took the money from Jeffrey. “Very good, my lord,” he agreed with a bow, resisting the urge to ask if the baron intended to single-handedly make his book a bestseller.

      Having nearly emptied his purse to pay for all the books, Jeffrey felt a pang of panic. He had written the book with the intention of enriching his barony’s coffers, and now he had just spent over three pounds buying up every copy the store had in stock!

      He could only hope Mr. Pritchard would see fit to order more of the books for delivery next week. Many more.
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      Having walked the perimeter of Finsbury Square three times, Milton, Earl of Torrington, was about to begin a fourth revolution when he became aware that things had changed on the park bench that held Lady Evangeline and Lord Sommers.

      The two had been quiet and motionless for nearly thirty minutes, their heads bent over the book they were apparently reading. And now, suddenly, Lord Sommers was up and on his way toward the Temple of the Muses, no doubt to buy another copy of the book, and Evangeline was up and making her way out of the square and off in the direction of Park Lane—with Lord Sommers’ book!

      Despite the two sitting rather close together on the park bench, Milton found their time together rather sedate. At no point had the baron attempted to take advantage of the earl’s sister, and neither had Evangeline attempted to make a rake of Jeffrey Althorpe. Of course, Evangeline’s older maid had been sitting next to her. The baron wouldn’t have tried anything with the servant present.

      Milton couldn’t decide if he was relieved or disappointed. Then he chided himself. Some godfather I am.

      He lifted an arm to wave at his driver, glad he’d had the black-lacquered coach remain in the square earlier that morning. Checking the time on his Breguet chronometer, he determined that if he left the square right away, he could be home in time to have tea with his wife. Still a newlywed—despite his age—the Earl of Torrington found the thought of having tea with Adele rather exciting.

      And just a bit naughty.

      

      As Evangeline made her way toward the Fitzsimmons’ house, she couldn’t help but wonder if Lord Sommers was anything like the baron described in the book. Matthew Winters seemed like an honorable man. Careful with his words, too, which probably explained why it seemed to take some time for him to come up with responses to Geraldine’s remarks. His initial reaction to Geraldine was to be expected, she supposed, given the woman was described as beautiful. And with the heroine standing in a beam of light in the Palace of Prose, of course she would appear angelic.

      Evangeline had half a mind to revisit the Temple of the Muses, climb to the top level of the shop, and stand under the skylight just to discover if she, too, could appear angelic. But if she did, whom would she query as to her appearance? She had to grin as she imagined her lady’s maid rolling her eyes at the odd request. Perhaps if she stood there long enough, a man of Lord Ballantine’s ilk would discover her, fall in love with her, and ask for her hand in marriage.

      The thought brought a catch in her throat, and tears pricked the corners of her eyes. How many times had she hoped to be married by this time in her life? To have her own household? To be a wife? A mother? Probably every day for the past couple of years. If her brother didn’t see to a suitable match when he returned to England later that week, or at least arrange for a sponsor or chaperone to accompany her to this Season’s events, she would miss another opportunity to meet the eligible men of the ton—and be met by them. At her age, she simply couldn’t afford another Season lost because she lacked an escort.

      Feeling ever more distressed, Evangeline walked faster whilst Annabelle rushed to keep up. “My lady,” the lady’s maid managed to get out before her breath was gone. She inhaled sharply, wishing her mistress would slow down. A woman of her modest height didn’t have a chance when chasing a woman of Lady Evangeline’s height and long legs.

      Slowing to allow Annabelle to catch up, Evangeline finally turned her attention to Annabelle. “I apologize. I don’t know what came over me back there,” she whispered hoarsely. She glanced about, impressed at the number of nurses and children who milled about, at the number of young matrons walking with their husbands, at the number of footmen who hurried through the square, no doubt running errands for their households.

      Fumbling in her reticule, a difficult task given the book she held under her arm, Evangeline finally pulled out her timepiece. “I told Sam I would have tea with her and Lady Comber today,” she said before stuffing the gold chronometer back into her reticule. “If we hurry, we can be there at eleven.”

      Still a bit breathless, Annabelle merely nodded her understanding. Lady Samantha would expect them, she knew. And while her mistress would be enjoying tea in the Fitzsimmons Manor parlor, Annabelle hoped she would be enjoying a few moments in the servant’s hall having tea with a footman. A very handsome footman.

      

      Seated in one of the floral upholstered chairs in the Fitzsimmons Manor parlor, Lady Samantha Fitzsimmons sighed as she removed several stitches from her latest attempt at embroidery. Usually after a few minutes or so of sewing, she attained a rhythm with the needle and thread that allowed her mind to wander without having to be too concerned about the size and placement of her next stitch. Today was apparently not a usual day.

      Her best friend, Lady Julia Comber, never seemed to have difficulty with the intricate sewing. She was also prolific. Julia managed to finish two or three samplers for every one Samantha completed. But the earl’s daughter wasn’t nearly as skilled at painting as Samantha. In fact, Julia had given up further attempts at that particular art when her last piece, a still life of a bowl of fruit, was misidentified by her father as a cairn in Devonshire.

      “I wonder what’s become of Eva,” Samantha commented as she dared a glance at the mantle clock. She had expected Lady Evangeline to appear at ten o’clock on the dot. She was usually quite punctual.

      Julia lifted her head from her embroidery hoop, absently pushing an errant golden blonde lock behind her ear. “Today is Tuesday,” she remarked calmly. “New books at the Temple,” she added with a lifted eyebrow.

      Samantha relaxed. “Of course. How could I forget?” The brunette returned her attention to her stitching. “What topic do you suppose she’ll choose this time?” she wondered, always surprised by the variety of books Evangeline managed to procure—and read in their entirety.

      “Barons, in fact.”

      Both eliciting gasps of surprise, Julia and Samantha lifted their heads in unison to find Lady Evangeline on the threshold of the Fitzsimmons Manor parlor. “Barons?” Samantha repeated with a grin, setting aside her embroidery hoop and rising from her chair to greet her friend.

      Julia did the same, hurrying over to kiss Evangeline on the cheek. “Oh, do tell,” she urged as she took hold of the book from Evangeline’s hand.

      “The Story of a Baron?” Samantha read from the front cover. “Why, Eva, I had no idea you were interested in barons,” she teased as she moved to ring the bell for tea.

      Giggling, Julia rested the book on one arm and flipped it open with her free hand. She read the first line aloud. “Matthew Winters, Baron Ballantine, entered his favorite bookshop in search of a particular new title.” She turned the first few pages, noting how they were already bent. “You’ve already started reading this,” she accused as she flipped to the back page.

      Evangeline nodded. “Indeed. And not by myself,” she replied as she moved to take her usual place on the settee facing the fireplace. Although the navy striped velvet was worn, Evangeline found the settee the most comfortable piece of furniture in the parlor.

      “Oh?” Samantha waved to a maid who was wheeling the tea cart into the room. “I’ll serve, thank you,” she told the servant as she leaned over to prepare the pot and pour the tea.

      “Who was your companion then?” Julia asked, returning to her seat with the book still open to the last page. She read the last line. “Forever?” she added before looking up. “This is a work of fiction!” she exclaimed as she rifled through the pages. “Written by—” she flipped to the title page and furrowed her delicate eyebrows—“Anonymous.”

      Evangeline Tennison rarely read fiction; at least, if she did, she didn’t tell her friends about the gothic novels. She instead regaled them with information she gleaned from books on philosophy, natural science, and history.

      Evangeline accepted the cup of tea Samantha held out for her. “I was with Lord Sommers,” she said as she added a lump of sugar and a bit of milk to the cup and stirred.

      Samantha nearly spilled the tea she had just poured for Julia. “Who?” she asked, her own eyebrows furrowing.

      “Jeffrey Althorpe,” Julia answered, looking up from the book. “A baron. And a bachelor, no less,” she teased, closing the book and setting it aside, apparently more interested in discussing possible gossip involving a member of the ton than learning any more about the book just then.

      Taking a sip of tea, Evangeline wondered how to explain herself. “He was at the Temple of Muses, and he wanted to buy that book,” she said as she pointed toward Julia. “But, since I was there first and had already decided to purchase it, we agreed to read it together. Just until Mr. Pritchard can get another copy for Lord Sommers.” Rather proud she was able to distill her morning into such a simple statement, Evangeline helped herself to a lemon biscuit, sat back, and took another sip of her tea.

      But Julia glanced over at Samantha, a look of shock on her face. “You’re reading a book with a... with an unmarried man?” she whispered, blinking as if she might have something in her eye.

      Samantha allowed a giggle. “Oh, Julia. It’s not as if they were reading it in private,” she said with a wave of her hand. She turned to look at Evangeline. “You were reading it in public, were you not?” she asked then, secretly hoping that perhaps Lady Evangeline and Lord Sommers were involved in some sort of clandestine reading engagement that might lead to a more scandalous clandestine activity.

      Finally! Some gossip that might involve Evangeline!

      “Of course!” Evangeline responded, nearly spilling her tea. “We were... we were on a park bench in Finsbury Square,” she explained, her face displaying a pink blush.

      “This morning?” Julia asked, one finger pointing toward the floor.

      “Yes. And... we’re meeting tomorrow morning in Grosvenor Square to continue where we left off,” Evangeline replied.

      Barely able to contain her excitement, Samantha clapped her hands together. “So, you’ll be sitting right next to him?” she asked with widened eyes. “Thigh to thigh?” she added, waggling her eyebrows suggestively.

      “Sam!” Evangeline scolded, her blush returning to color her face a bright shade of pink. “We don’t sit that close,” she argued, not about to admit that they really had been sitting quite close. Scandalously close, truth be told.

      Julia sighed. “But I’ll bet the people who saw you thought you two were married,” she whispered hoarsely, her eyes closing as she imagined the cozy scene in the square.

      Evangeline regarded her friend for a moment, wondering why the thought didn’t offend her. She wasn’t sure how many people would have even noticed her and the baron sitting on the park bench, their heads bent over the book spread open on their laps.

      A shiver passed through her when she remembered how snug Lord Sommers’ breeches were, his muscular thighs straining the Nankeen fabric to near bursting. Her own thigh nearly touched his, although there were layers and layers of muslin and lawn and cambric between them. Their shoulders had touched a few times—how could they not, given how broad his were?—though neither of them seemed to mind enough to beg pardon or make mention of it.

      But would a passerby merely think them a married couple rather than the two unrelated members of the ton they were? It would be an easy enough supposition to make. “Perhaps,” she finally agreed with a shrug, trying her best to seem nonchalant. “And, anyway, what does it matter? We’re merely reading a book,” she said before taking another sip of her tea.

      Samantha sighed, her head cocking to one side. “How romantic,” she breathed in a quiet, teasing voice.

      Evangeline frowned and set her cup and saucer on the low table in front of her. “Sam! We were reading,” she insisted, a bit too forcefully.

      “Ah, but you were sitting thigh to thigh, right out in public, for anyone to see,” Samantha countered, her voice still soft as she lifted her brown eyes.

      Daring a glance at Julia, who was doing her best to keep from giggling, Evangeline finally allowed a smile. “It was rather exciting at first,” she acknowledged. “But nothing to write to my brother about,” she added, her manner becoming more serious.

      “And speaking of the wayward Everly, just when will he return to London?” Samantha asked, her interest piqued. Having been orphaned at a young age and raised by a much older aunt and uncle, Samantha relied on her friends to keep her informed of the latest on-dit. Given Evangeline’s parents had perished on the Continent before she was old enough for her come-out, Samantha always felt a bit of kinship with her. And a fondness for her brother. Harry Tennison, Earl of Everly, may have spent most of his time away on expeditions, but when he was in London, he was the closest thing Samantha had to a brother.

      Evangeline smiled, glad the topic had turned to something other than Lord Sommers. And thighs. “I expect him in a week at the most,” she replied, helping herself to another lemon biscuit. “But I don’t think he’ll stay long. He’s already decided on the destination of his next trip. He wants to go to some island off of Spain. Minorca, I think he said.”

      Samantha shook her head. “He cannot leave until you are settled,” she stated firmly, as if she would see to ensuring the earl did his duty.

      “Oh? What’s this?” Julia asked, lifting her eyes from the book.

      Squirming on the settee, Evangeline shook her head. “I don’t expect him to keep that promise,” she replied, despite his vow that he would see to a husband for her before he departed on yet another expedition.

      Evangeline wasn’t sure she wanted him to find a suitable husband for her. What if he arranged for her to marry someone from his club? Some old fart of a lord who still needed an heir? Or some younger twit who needed her dowry to pay off gambling debts? Or one of his colleagues from the Royal Society, who was just as likely to spend his days away from London on expeditions? Or a bald, chinless widower? Oh, the horrors! It was bad enough she had only attended one ton ball and a few soirées the Season prior. Very few of the eligible bachelors even knew of her existence. Which made her wonder: How many aristocrats were left unmarried? Desirable ones, anyway?

      Well, she knew of one, at least.

      Lord Sommers.

      The thought had her reeling for a moment. Jeffrey Althorpe, a baron, was unmarried. And probably not yet thirty. Handsome. With those muscular thighs and broad shoulders and long sideburns that gave him an air of authority, he was certainly desirable.

      But did the man wish to marry any time soon?

      Evangeline sighed. Perhaps she could find out whilst they read the book. Shoulder to shoulder and thigh to thigh.

      A shiver racing down her spine, Evangeline had to hide her grin from her friends lest they begin teasing her all over again. Even if nothing ever came from her time reading with the baron, at least she was spending time in the company of an eligible bachelor.
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            A LADY IN PINK

          

        

      

    

    
      The following morning

      Despite his wish for rain or snow or sleet or even hail so that he and Evangeline could read in the parlor at Rosemount House, the next day was sunny and bright when Jeffrey awoke an hour earlier than usual. His anticipation at seeing Lady Evangeline had him out of bed at half-past eight o’clock.

      His valet, not used to Lord Sommers being up so early, rushed about with various coats and boots for his approval as Jeffrey prepared to join the lady in Grosvenor Square. In his haste to shave his master, Timmons nearly removed Jeffrey’s sideburns on one side of his face, and then had to spend time evening out the one on the other side so it matched. Satisfied with the results, he saw to Jeffrey’s stockings and doeskin breeches and then proudly displayed a pair of Hoby boots with a new shine. Although they were worn, the boots would have to do; arranging an appointment with the boot maker was nearly impossible this time of year.

      At precisely ten o’clock, Jeffrey stepped off his phaeton and onto Brook Street.  He tossed a coin to a young boy who would see to it the horse didn’t walk off. Straightening his coat sleeves, Jeffrey made his way along one of the diagonal paths toward the center of the square, deciding it shouldn’t be too difficult to find a lady of the ton with her lady’s maid at this time of the morning. Most of the other ladies were still abed.

      A flash of pink and black caught his eye, and he hurried past a large tree to discover Lady Evangeline making her way to a nearby park bench from another direction. Jeffrey allowed a smile to show; Evangeline was dressed entirely in pink, much like Geraldine Porterhouse had been in the first chapter of The Story of a Baron.

      She even carried a pink parasol!

      Although he had intended to show that Lady Geraldine didn’t have very refined taste when it came to her gowns, the sight of Evangeline garbed entirely in pink had him thinking that perhaps he had erred in his choice of apparel for Geraldine. Evangeline was quite stunning in her ensemble.

      Perhaps he had been unintentionally fashionably correct when he’d written about the lady’s approach to dressing.

      He slowed his gait, aiming to allow Evangeline a moment to choose their bench before he made his presence known. Her lady’s maid, dressed entirely in black, settled onto an adjacent bench as he watched. She opened a small basket and took out what appeared to be knitting needles and a ball of yarn.

      Evangeline was just about to take a seat when Jeffrey made his presence known with a shout and a wave. She smiled, an expression that seemed to make the morning sunshine even brighter than it was. Jeffrey caught his breath and took her hand. “Good morning, my lady,” he said before kissing the back of her hand. “I trust you are well this morning? In all your pink glory?” he added in a teasing voice.

      Her face pinking up to match her walking gown, Evangeline regarded the baron for a moment. “I have never worn an outfit such as this. With everything the same color,” she amended quickly. “I thought I would give it a try. And make it easier for you to find me.”

      Jeffrey nodded, disappointed to learn that he hadn’t quite guessed right when describing a lady’s preference for monotone ensembles. “And found you, I did. And? Do you have a favorable opinion of Lady Geraldine’s mode of dress?”

      Evangeline gave him a shake of her head. “I have not. In fact, I shall never wear this much pink ever again in my life,” she said firmly.

      Feeling a tad disappointed at the prospect of never seeing her in a color that was rather flattering next to her pale skin and honey blonde hair, Jeffrey frowned. “’Tis a pity,” he said as he took a seat next to her on the bench. “Now, where were we when we finished yesterday?”

      Evangeline had to stifle a gasp at hearing the baron’s words. ’Tis a pity... because he liked the color pink? Or because he thought her pretty in pink? Or... When she realized he was giving her a look of expectation, Evangeline remembered his query. “Chapter Two,” she answered, a bit breathless. She pulled the book onto her lap and opened it, offering one side to the baron. Jeffrey gave her a nod and held onto the side that rested on his thigh. Much like they had the day before, the two bent their heads and began to read.
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        The Story of a Baron

        A Novel in One Volume

        Written by Anonymous

      

      

      Chapter 2: A Lady in New Bond Street

      An hour after Matthew had taken his leave of Geraldine Porterhouse, he watched the lady as she exited the modiste’s shop and made her way across New Bond Street. Her poor lady’s maid followed behind, one arm wrapped around a box barely perched on one hip, whilst a hat box dangled from the other hand.

      Thinking the two might be making their way to the Porterhouse residence on foot, he was about to wave them down and offer his town coach when he saw Geraldine hailing a hackney. Although one passed them by, apparently already carrying a fare, the one right behind it stopped. He watched as the two stepped up, the lady’s maid waiting for Geraldine to climb in before she followed. Once the door was shut, the hackney was off and headed toward Piccadilly.

      For a moment, Matthew imagined intercepting the hackney, imagined opening the door and insisting the two join him in his equipage rather than endure a hackney ride back to Rosehill Place. But had he done so, he knew he wouldn’t be able to come up with suitable topics for conversation, nor would he be able to work up the courage to ask Geraldine to join him for a ride in Hyde Park during the fashionable hour. Truth be told, he’d rather take her on a ride when no one else was in the park, so they might have Rotten Row all to themselves.

      Coward, he thought. He had deliberately stayed in New Bond Street, ducking in and out of stores whilst keeping an eye on Madame Diana’s Emporium for the sole purpose of crossing paths with Geraldine again. And now he had allowed her to get away!

      Well, until her brother returned from the Continent, Geraldine would remain unmarried. But once Richard Porterhouse, Marquess of Afterly, was back on British shores, Matthew expected the marquess would see to a betrothal for his sister before making arrangements for another archeological expedition. Surely Geraldine would be settled in the next few months.

      But what if Geraldine had no prospects? Would she be satisfied with spinsterhood? Perhaps take a lover to alleviate lonely nights in London or at her family’s estate home in Shropshire?

      With a sigh, Matthew decided it was inevitable that Geraldine’s brother had probably already lined up someone to marry his sister. But if he had, he hadn’t informed any of the men at Black’s.

      And he hadn’t informed Geraldine, either.

      Snapping out of his reverie as he stared at the departing hackney, Matthew made his way to where his coachman had parked his town coach. He climbed in, taking a seat in the direction of travel.

      Settling into the squabs, he pondered what to do about Geraldine. Write her a note inviting her for a ride, he reasoned, remembering Lord Barrick’s invitation for a birthday picnic in the park the following day. What was the worst answer he could receive back from Geraldine?

      Something along the lines of, Thank you, but I’ll be washing my hair.

      But if she agreed to a ride in the park? Well, he would have to overcome his nervousness and take her on the ride.

      One thing was for certain. If he didn’t capture and keep Geraldine Porterhouse as his wife soon, he was going to have to find a mistress. For despite her gregarious manner and bold comments, he found the lady in pink had him in a state of discomfort.

      

      Geraldine quickly took a seat in the hackney, facing against the direction of travel. Her lady’s maid, Simpson, just about to settle herself into the same side of the hackney, instead took the seat in the direction of travel. “My lady?” she asked, surprised Miss Porterhouse would elect to ride backwards.

      “I wish to look out this way, is all,” Geraldine replied as she studied the throngs of shoppers through the dirty window. Finding Baron Ballantine in the crowd wasn’t difficult. He was staring at her, or at least at the hackney, his gaze never wavering.

      She had noticed him as they crossed New Bond Street, thinking he was merely looking for his carriage. Although she was tempted to wave in his direction, she hesitated and instead hailed the hackney. If the man spotted her and wished to help, she figured he would do so.

      She hoped he would do so.

      A shiver raced up her spine and through her breasts, forcing her to inhale sharply. Did the man have any idea what havoc he caused by staring at her so? She rather doubted it.

      He hadn’t seemed particularly happy to see her in the Palace of Prose. He hadn’t even recognized her at first. And their conversation seemed stilted until his face had lit up when he realized she was Jerry.

      But then, when he had the opportunity to say the words she usually heard from men who were interested in offering carte blanche—no man ever seemed interested in courting her—he didn’t put voice to them. Perhaps you will join me for a ride in the park? Or, might I interest you in joining me for dinner? In fact, Lord Ballantine seemed most eager to see her on her way once they’d left the bookshop.

      Geraldine sighed. And then I had to go make a cake of it and accuse him of being naughty! The man was probably incapable of forming a naughty thought, she reasoned. According to her brother, Ballantine had always been a bit on the proper side, but a man was still a man.

      Perhaps he didn’t find her attractive. Perhaps he preferred women who were more plain of face and dress.

      Or perhaps he didn’t prefer women at all!

      A wave of panic washed through her before Geraldine managed to get her thoughts under control. Lord Ballantine couldn’t be a molly. He had to prefer the company of women. Perhaps several of them all at once.

      Geraldine shook her head.

      Of course, he preferred women.

      He had a mistress. Or, at least, he’d had one until her brother was last in town. She remembered him mentioning it over tea one afternoon. Why Richard would bring up a baron’s mistress over tea had her questioning her brother’s manners and his motives. But Richard had always been a bit jealous of Matthew, which probably accounted for his comment. Seems I have myself a new mistress, since Lord Ballantine can’t afford her.

      Geraldine had scolded Richard for bringing up the inappropriate topic, but she was secretly glad to hear the reason, if only to learn more about the baron.

      Lord Ballantine can’t afford her.

      Because the mistress had insisted on expensive jewelry? Any kept woman would, Geraldine thought, even though she had no experience in the matter. She only knew that she appreciated a fine bauble when she saw them on the fingers of others. Around their necks or wrists. Dangling from their plump earlobes. Although Geraldine wore jewelry, none of the gemstones were real. They were all paste.

      Perhaps the mistress wanted a larger townhouse or more servants. Any woman would, Geraldine imagined. The size of a townhouse was a measure of one’s wealth. The more chimney pots on top, the more fireplaces inside, and therefore, more servants to see to it all.

      Perhaps the mistress wanted to attend the theatre regularly and required her own box. Her own modiste. Her own coach-and-four. Her own pin money to spend when she traveled.

      Any woman would want all of those things. I want all of those things, Geraldine thought. But I want them with a husband.

      Geraldine watched Lord Ballantine as he continued to stare at her departing hackney, until various equipage and horses finally blocked him from view.

      Lord Ballantine can’t afford a mistress. Which probably meant he couldn’t afford a wife.

      Geraldine tamped down the sense of panic she felt, this panic so much different from what she’d felt only moments ago. What if Matthew Winters never courted her? Never considered her for marriage?

      Now from where had that thought come from?

      She’d only just renewed her acquaintance with the man earlier that morning! Although she had done so with the intention of determining if the man might be interested in her. And interesting. The few minutes she’d spent with him in the bookshop and on their walk to New Bond Street had proven he was a man of few words. He was apparently interested, if his staring at her hackney for such a long time could be construed as interest. She already knew he was still unmarried.

      But what if Ballantine didn’t make an offer?

      What if she’d be forced to marry whomever her brother could find for her? Someone who would either tolerate her boldness or beat it out of her? Someone who would be proud to introduce her as his wife? Or leave her home night after night whilst he visited his mistress? Someone who would visit her bedchamber for a night of exquisite lovemaking? Or simply perform his duty in the form of a quick tumble?

      A sense of despair settled over Geraldine as she continued to stare out the window for the entire trip to Rosehill House. Why, oh why did she behave in such bold and brazen ways when she should remain quiet and beautiful?

      Nervousness, of course. Inappropriate words sometimes just popped out of her mouth at the least appropriate times.

      She rather hoped Lord Ballantine hadn’t noticed.

      I accused him of being naughty.

      Well, of that she was sure he had noticed.
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      Back in Grovesnor Square

      “Really, milady, are you quite sure you wish to continue with this?” Jeffrey asked as he raised his eyes from the book. Faith! I had forgotten how inappropriate this language could be for a general audience, he thought in horror. He could feel the front of his throat turning bright red. His cheeks would be next. At least he sported longer sideburns, although he remembered just then that Timmons had accidentally shaved them a bit shorter than normal, so they probably didn’t provide as much coverage as he hoped.

      The earl’s sister continued reading as if she hadn’t heard the baron. “Of course, my lord,” she answered, never taking her eyes from the printed page.

      Jeffrey dared a glance at her profile. God, she is beautiful. Even with her gold-rimmed spectacles perched on the end of her nose, Evangeline Tennison was a stunning woman. How could she not be betrothed to anyone? How could she still be unmarried at her age?

      Well, the spectacles probably didn’t help the situation, he had to admit. Then there was the matter of her absent brother. Anyone wishing to ask his permission to court his sister would have been unable to do so.

      And she did have a reputation as a bluestocking. Which meant there probably wouldn’t be a competitor for her hand if he decided to marry her, he considered.

      Marry her?

      He wondered where that thought had come from. He had only considered how pleasant it might be to have a wife, especially on cold winter nights. He wasn’t really in the market for a wife! Although, if one happened to fall into his lap, he had to admit he wouldn’t necessarily turn her away. But...

      Marriage?

      The thought had a sober Jeffrey straightening on the bench, which caused the book to shift its position on his thigh, which caused Evangeline to absently reach for it in order to prevent it from tumbling from its precarious perch, which it continued to seem destined to do until she pounced on it, which meant she was no longer quite seated on the bench but leaning rather precariously in the direction of the baron. Which meant she had to reach out to steady herself with her other hand, which was suddenly pressed into his thigh whilst the other hand missed the edge of the book and ended up cupping his knee, which sent the book tumbling to the ground below.

      Twisted about with her face almost touching his, Evangeline’s eyes widened just as her spectacles slid from the end of her nose and tumbled into the folds of Jeffrey’s cravat.

      “Oh!”

      Jeffrey held his breath, rather stunned by the very sudden turn of events of the past two seconds. Hadn’t he just then decided he wouldn’t turn away a potential wife if she fell into his lap? Especially this one, who was so close, he could bestow a kiss on her without so much as moving his head a mere inch or so?

      Without thinking, except for knowing he needed to hold onto the young woman or risk having her tumble to the ground, much like the book and her spectacles had just done—her position was rather precarious—Jeffrey moved one hand so he could grasp one side of her waist whilst his other reached to her other side. Half his mind wanted to reposition her so she sat atop him whilst the other half—the half that had every rule of the ton drummed into it—thought to simply put her back onto the bench from whence she had come.

      The proper half prevailed, mostly due to the assistance Evangeline provided by simply removing herself from him and the bench in a motion that any witness would claim was an elegant, graceful maneuver worthy of the very best ballrooms of Mayfair.

      “Oh!” she said again, standing before him displaying a face so pink, it looked as if it had been designed as part of her gown and pelisse, which still swayed from her sudden movements of two seconds ago. “I... I don’t know...”

      Jeffrey blinked, disappointed by the sudden removal of Evangeline’s body from his own. He’d practically had all of her pink parts pressed against him, the delicate scent of honeysuckle still tickling his nose, the honey blond hair that haloed her face caressing his cheek.

      He had to close his eyes in an effort to burn the image of her just then onto the back of his eyelids. Had to hope he could remember how it felt to have her hand on his knee, another pressed into his thigh. And he had to do it quickly, or a certain member of his nether region was going to make itself very apparent.

      “Thank you,” he said simply, opening his eyes to find her still standing before him, her eyes wide.

      The comment had her eyebrows arching. “For practically falling into your lap?” she whispered, stunned by his words.

      Failing to suppress a smile, Jeffrey nodded. “For not screaming. For not...” He gestured to indicate the rest of the square, where a few people were out walking or lounging on the lawn or hiding behind trees. “For not hailing a Bow Street runner. For not threatening me with a visit from your brother.” He paused a moment, a brow furrowing in alarm. “You’re not going to tell your brother, I hope?” he whispered hoarsely.

      Evangeline quickly shook her head. “Of course not!” she replied.

      What would she tell Harry? Oh, by the way, I fell into Lord Sommers’ lap whilst we read a book in Grosvenor Square.

      She couldn’t even imagine how her brother would react.

      Or perhaps she could.

      In fact, she could hear him now. That’s nice, sister. Do you have any idea what Cook has planned for dinner this evening?

      Evangeline shook her head. “Although, he would probably thank you,” she replied finally, lowering herself to retrieve the book from the ground.

      A bit scuffed from its fall, the book’s spine had held, and all the pages were still intact. She was about to pick it up, but Jeffrey was suddenly there, offering her the spectacles he’d retrieved from his cravat. For the second time in two days, he remembered the last time the two of them had been positioned like this, kneeling down to pick up something.

      “This was entirely my fault,” Jeffrey said as he stood up, holding onto Evangeline’s hand much as he had at Lord Weatherstone’s ball. “I wasn’t holding onto the book as I should have, and... I would say I’ve made a cake of it, but...”

      Not fond of hearing the comment about cake since their conversation in the Temple of the Muses the day before, Evangeline slowly rose to her feet and shook her head. “No cake,” she replied simply.

      Jeffrey nodded his understanding. “Should we—” he motioned to the book, “—continue reading?”

      Embarrassed by what had happened, Evangeline glanced about. No one seemed to have taken notice of her almost-tumble onto the baron’s lap. “I suppose,” she agreed, returning to her seat.

      Opening the book to where they had left off, Jeffrey made a point to hang onto his side of it. He hoped Lady Evangeline might have another occasion to fall into his lap, but he rather doubted it would be today.
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      Chapter 3: A Marquess Returns to London

      Richard Porterhouse, Marquess of Afterly, regarded his house in Bruton Street with a bit of dismay. Covered with a layer of soot that dulled its bright yellow coloring, the three-story Rosehill House looked as if it needed a thorough bath. One of the shutters hung a bit crooked, its fastening probably loosened during a wind storm. A piece of clapboard looked as if it was about to fall off. And one of the pickets was missing from the fence.

      Having been gone for over six months, Richard had forgotten how much maintenance a house required. Apparently, his estate manager, Cuthbert, had as well, since he obviously hadn’t seen fit to include the house in the list of duties he was to have overseen during the marquess’ absence. Richard would have a word with the man once he located his sister and determined if anyone needed to be called out to meet him at Wimbledon Common.

      Smithton, the butler, greeted him at the front door, opening it before Richard even had a chance to climb the two stairs to the house.

      “Ah, at least you haven’t changed,” Richard remarked as he made his way across the threshold and into Rosehill House.

      “I have not, my lord,” Smithton replied, his bushy brows furrowing at the odd comment. “How was your trip, milord?”

      The marquess gave his hat and coat to the butler. “Exhausting. Exhilarating. Expensive,” he replied tersely. “Is my sister in residence?”

      Smithton shook his head. “Not at this time, but I expect her shortly, milord.”

      Richard nodded and let out a loud sigh. “Shopping again?” he guessed as he moved beyond the vestibule and into the main hall. A silver salver featured a stack of white folded papers, only a few looking as if they might be invitations to the latest ton events. He would have to gird his loins before looking through the pile of invoices Cuthbert should have paid in his absence. How much could a single woman spend in six month’s time? he wondered.

      “The Palace of Prose, I believe,” the butler said with a nod. “Her second time this week.”

      Having learned in a recent missive from his estate manager that several servants had taken their leave of Rosehill House, Richard knew there wasn’t a groom nor a tiger who could have accompanied Geraldine had she taken the only carriage in the stables. He frowned. “How has she been getting about?” he asked.

      Smithton glanced down at his shoes, their shine so clear he could see his reflection. “Hackney, my lord,” he said in a quiet voice.

      Richard screwed up his face, dismayed his sister would be so desperate as to hire a hackney when she probably could have walked to the most fashionable shopping areas. “Cuthbert is working on hiring a new groom,” the marquess replied. “As well as a stable boy and another housekeeper.” He paused a moment. “Did our departing servants give any reason for their leaving?” he asked, not sure he wanted to hear it.

      The butler nodded. “Two of them were hired away by Lord Abdington with the promise of more beef and less lobster at dinner,” he stated simply.

      Richard nodded, deciding he, too, would move to another household if it meant he didn’t have to eat lobster four times a week. “And the third?”

      At this query, the butler looked down at his shoes again. When he didn’t give an immediate response, the marquess rolled his eyes, noting the paint on the ceiling needed a touch-up. Or a completely new coat of paint. “Out with it,” he ordered.

      Smithton sighed. “She said she couldn’t continue to work in a household plagued by...” Here, the butler paused and took a deep breath, expecting he might be the next to take his leave of Rosehill House—and not of his own volition. “‘A lady so prone to scandal, it’s a wonder she doesn’t work in a brothel.’ Her words. Not mine,” he added with a shake of his head.

      The marquess stared at the butler for a very long time. Good God! What has Geraldine been doing? Richard had received one note explaining she’d been falsely identified as having been in the company of Lord Brotherly at Vauxhall Gardens wearing nothing more than her birthday suit. How had Geraldine put it in her letter?

      
        
        “It could not have been me, brother, as I was home having my hair washed that night, and as you know, I do not go out in public with a wet head.”

      

      

      She had him there. The chit had so much hair, it took nearly a day for it to dry completely, or so she claimed.

      As to the other incident he knew of, she could only claim her gown didn’t fit her as well as it should have, and the top half of one of her nipples became—how had she put it? loose from its moorings— when Lord Atherton stepped on the hem of her gown whilst they were dancing at Lord Abdington’s ball.

      He recalled a similar incident when Lady Barrick had been at a dinner party and her bodice had suddenly lowered, leaving both of her nipples entirely exposed. The poor viscountess hadn’t even been aware of what happened until all the conversation at the dining table had ceased and all eyes were suddenly on her. Or rather, on her nipples. Every bit the lady, the viscountess had merely readjusted her gown and continued her conversation with Lord Abdington, who probably hadn’t heard a word she’d said before or after the incident.

      What else could have happened? Richard had only been gone six months!

      At the sound of horses in front of the house, Smithton excused himself and moved to open the front door. Lady Geraldine entered the vestibule, followed by her lady’s maid, who bore the brunt of her lady’s shopping excursion. “When you get a moment, have cook boil some water. After riding in a hackney, I always feel as if I need a bath,” Geraldine complained. She was about to enter the hall when she stopped short. “Richard!” Dropping her reticule, she rushed to greet her brother.

      Richard reluctantly hugged his sister, acknowledging her lady’s maid’s curtsy with a nod. “I’ve only just arrived,” he said as they separated. He gave his sister a thorough look, determining almost immediately that she needed a new modiste. “You’re terribly pink today,” he said, not making the comment a compliment.

      Geraldine shook her head. “It’s too much, I know,” she replied. “But Madame Eunice claims it’s all the rage in France.”

      Richard raised an eyebrow, wondering which France condoned such dressing. Certainly not the one that included Paris.

      Geraldine sighed. So her modiste’s suggestion of dressing all in the same color apparently wasn’t as fashionable as she had claimed. How could I know? Geraldine wondered, deciding immediately she should read La Belle Assemblée or some other fashion journal.

      But fashion was the least of her worries now. At some point, she knew her brother would want a complete recounting of everything that had happened since his departure. And an accounting of her expenditures. She had no idea how she would explain the rumors about her and the men in whose company she was supposed to have been.

      She hadn’t even met two of them. As for the third, she wouldn’t have necessarily minded being associated with Lord Barrick, except that he’d been married to one of her best friends for the better part of three years.

      Deciding she was in for a long evening, Geraldine excused herself and made her way to the parlor. Tea was sure to help make everything better, she thought. Tea and biscuits. And chocolate.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 14


          

          
            ON SCANDALOUS INCIDENTS

          

        

      

    

    
      Back on the park bench in Grosvenor Square

      At this point in the story, Evangeline gasped, one hand moving to cover her mouth. “Oh, my,” she whispered, glancing down at her monochromatic outfit. “This is truly the last time I wear such an ensemble,” she vowed, mortified by her decision to dress like Lady Geraldine. She had thought perhaps the woman’s choice of dress was truly fashionable—somewhere.

      Jeffrey shook his head. “But you’re lovely in pink, my lady,” he countered, thinking his own cheeks were certainly that color given the descriptions of Geraldine’s scandals. What had he been thinking to write such rubbish?

      “Lady Barrick’s incident at Lord Abdington’s ball sounds exactly like what happened to Lady Pettigrew at Lord Torrington’s dinner party last year,” Evangeline commented, her brows furrowing. Although she hadn’t been present at the dinner party, the incident had been reported in every parlor she visited the following week, and there was even a mention of it in The Tattler.

      Jeffrey stiffened, remembering the incident at Worthington House quite well. Although he barely knew the Earl of Torrington, he’d been invited to attend the intimate gathering of about forty guests. Well, not so intimate, he decided, remembering how the dinner table had been so long, he couldn’t see the ends from where he sat near the middle. He’d been placed directly to the right of Viscountess Pettigrew, where he had an up-close and personal view of the lady’s charms when they unexpectedly went on display.

      Which is why he had included just such an incident in the book.

      Who could make up such a story?

      “Now that you mention it, I do believe I heard something about that,” he admitted, glad Evangeline wasn’t in attendance at the dinner party to witness how long he had stared at the surprisingly pert plums on display. Surprising, because Lady Pettigrew was nearly old enough to be his mother.

      “But I don’t recall hearing anything about someone prancing about in their birthday suit at Vauxhall Gardens,” Evangeline added with a shake of her head, sure that would have been a topic of conversation in someone’s parlor.

      That’s because it was at Kensington Gardens, and no one was there to see Lady Bostwick in all her glory, Jeffrey thought to himself. Well, except for her husband, George Bennett-Jones. But since the viscount was the one to mention it during a fencing match, Jeffrey was fairly sure it was a true story.

      Change the names, change the location, and voila! Titillating anecdote!

      Aware Evangeline was staring at him, as if she expected him to either validate or repudiate the story, Jeffrey simply shook his head. “I’m sure I would have heard something,” he said with shake of his head. And then he held his breath, worried she might decide he wasn’t telling her the entire truth.

      “You’re not telling me the entire truth, are you?” Evangeline asked with a hint of disappointment.

      Letting out the breath he’d been holding, Jeffrey shook his head. “Propriety, my lady, prohibits me from sharing what little I know of Lady Bostwick’s adventure in Kensington Gardens.”

      Evangeline’s eyes widened. And then a smile slowly appeared, lighting up her face in glorious amusement. “You needn’t say anything more, my lord,” she replied with a shake of her head. She might have missed most of the social events of a Season, but she did pay calls and was privy to most of the on-dit in Mayfair. Elizabeth Carlington Bennett-Jones was a rather bold woman when circumstances required it.

      And even when circumstances didn’t.

      Jeffrey took a moment to consider the viscount’s tale. He wondered if the man mentioned the incident as a means of embarrassing him, but then he thought perhaps it was a hint that Jeffrey could be enjoying a wife and a happier life should he leave bachelorhood behind. Bostwick had been a confirmed bachelor before meeting Lady Elizabeth. And now he seemed to be the happiest man in all of London.

      Her head bent to one side, Evangeline regarded the baron. The man seemed lost in thought, as if he wished he were the viscount whose wife danced naked in the gardens. “We’ve finished another chapter. Do you wish to keep reading?” she asked as she turned the page to Chapter Four.

      Jeffrey glanced at the sky, noticing how dark clouds were moving in from the south. He didn’t want Evangeline to get caught with merely a parasol for cover. “I think not,” he answered as he pointed toward the fast moving clouds. “Unfortunately, I expect it will rain,” he said, thinking that to have two glorious days was at least one day too many, given the British climate. Rain was due. Past due. “Perhaps we should continue tomorrow,” he offered, his disappointment apparent.

      “Then you should come to Rosemount House. We can read in my brother’s library,” Evangeline offered. “Eleven o’clock?”

      Despite hoping she would renew the invitation to read at her home, Jeffrey still had to suppress a look of shock. That is, until he remembered she would have her lady’s maid there. And other servants, no doubt, including a butler who was probably two hundred pounds of pure muscle.  “Eleven o’clock,” he agreed. “May I escort you to your carriage?”

      “I suppose,” Evangeline replied, closing the book and tucking it into the crook of her arm. “I’m just down this path.” She waved to her lady’s maid, who got up from where she was lounging on the grass with a servant from another household. A rather handsome footman, she thought, who looked awfully familiar. The ball of yarn and knitting needles were nowhere to be seen.

      The three strolled down the crushed granite path until they reached the Everly coach. As Jeffrey handed up Evangeline, he kissed the back of her gloved hand, promised her he would see her in the morning, and bade her farewell. Then he handed up Annabelle, performed a bow, and headed back the way he had come.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 15


          

          
            THE SPIES HAVE IT

          

        

      

    

    
      Meanwhile…

      Lady Samantha watched as the baron passed by for a second time, hoping the man didn’t dare glance to his left. She held a finger to her lips until Lord Sommers disappeared on the other side of the square, and then turned to Julia and burst out laughing.

      “You are impossible,” Julia claimed, her own mirth barely contained. “However did you know they would sit on that particular bench?”

      Samantha shrugged. “There aren’t that many in the square, so I sorted they would choose the one in the middle,” she answered, threading her arm through Julia’s as they made their way out of the square toward her uncle’s house.

      Shortly after meeting that morning, the two had made their way to Grosvenor Square with the intent of spying on Evangeline and the baron. And spy, they had. But boredom had nearly gotten the best of them. Watching two people read a book was about as exciting as watching each other do embroidery in the Fitzsimmons Manor parlor.

      Just as they were about to take their leave of the large tree trunk they used for cover in favor of a walk back to Fitzsimmons Manor, they paid witness as Lady Evangeline suddenly and inexplicably landed in Lord Sommers’ lap.

      Or almost landed in his lap.

      They couldn’t quite tell from their vantage point what had caused her to almost tip over and nearly end up atop the rather astonished Lord Sommers. And then Evangeline had performed some sort of maneuver akin to a pirouette, her body balanced on her tiptoes as she spun about.

      “Oh!” they had both exclaimed in unison, their combined voices loud enough that they were quite sure Evangeline had overheard them. But her own “Oh!” had drowned out theirs, leaving them trying to suppress a sudden fit of the giggles. And then, when the baron and Evangeline had bent down to retrieve the book, which at some point had fallen off the bench, they watched with rapt attention as Lord Sommers lifted Evangeline’s hand and slowly brought it to his lips and Evangeline to her feet.

      Their long sighs, both in unison, caused another fit of giggles.

      “How long, do you suppose?” Samantha asked, her gaze taking in the darkening skies above.

      “How long for what?” Julia responded, not sure to what Samantha referred, but thinking she probably meant the impending storm. Neither had come prepared for rain.

      “Before they’re wed?”

      Julia smiled and regarded her friend for a moment. “I’ll bet they’re married within a month,” she said with a good deal of confidence.

      Samantha nearly stopped in her tracks. “A month?” she repeated, looking ever so astonished. “Oh, all right. I guess I’ll take that bet,” she said with a sigh. “But I would have said three weeks.”

      It was Julia’s turn to look astonished. And then even more shocked when the heavens suddenly opened up and rain began to pour down. With only their parasols for cover, the two were thoroughly drenched by the time they reached Fitzsimmons Manor.

      

      As Evangeline settled into the town coach for the ride home from Grosvenor Square, she couldn’t help but think of how much the description of Lord Afterly reminded her of her brother. The similarities in their avocations were striking, both requiring they be absent from the London social scene for months at a time, leaving an unmarried sister without protection or the means to meet eligible bachelors.

      Meeting men seemed to come easily to Lady Geraldine. She had obviously done something to warrant her reputation for being fast—something beyond the events featuring Vauxhall Gardens or the ball—although the story hadn’t yet mentioned just what that something might be.

      Geraldine’s behavior was bold, but that didn’t necessarily deter Lord Ballantine from finding her intriguing. Indeed, Evangeline wondered at the baron’s reaction to the marquess’ sister. Was it just a man’s attraction to a bold woman that seemed to have him already snared in Geraldine’s net? Or did the man truly have feelings for her? Even if he was a few years older, they had known each other since childhood; certainly that had something to do with his fondness for the lady.

      When the coach parked in front of Rosemount House, Evangeline stepped out and waited for Annabelle, opening her parasol as rain began to fall. Once her maid was out and on her way into the house, the footman closed the door and the driver pulled away, intending to park the coach in the carriage house off the alley.

      Evangeline stood in the rain, staring at the departing coach, then studying the crest adorning the coach’s door.

      Everly.

      Afterly.

      Two aristocrats who spent months away from London pursuing their avocations. Two aristocrats who left behind sisters who were not married—not even betrothed.

      If I can make the connection, certainly other readers will as well, she thought in dismay. A bit light-headed, Evangeline swayed as she stood on the front walk.

      Her lady’s maid, not yet in the house, noticed her distress. “Milady?” Annabelle said with a bit of concern, her line of sight tracking Evangeline’s so that she, too, was left watching the departing Everly coach.

      Evangeline continued to stare at the gilded crest until it disappeared around the corner.

      There could be no doubt.

      Whoever had written The Story of a Baron had definitely used her brother as inspiration for the character of Lord Afterly.

      Which had her wondering.

      Who else had Anonymous used for inspiration?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 16


          

          
            RAIN, RAIN, COME AGAIN EVERY DAY

          

        

      

    

    
      The following day

      At precisely five minutes past eleven in the morning, Jeffrey Althorpe jumped down from his less-than sporty phaeton—it was black rather than the more coveted red in color—handed the reins to a stableboy who had hurried out from the carriage house, and climbed the steps to the front door of Rosemount House. Nervous, he straightened his waistcoat before lifting the lion-head knocker, and then, just as he was about to release it, the door opened.
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