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Prologue


London, 1816





“I’m here to see Mrs. Harding,” Violet Edwards told the footman. “I-I have an appointment.” 

She twisted her hands together as he led her inside, the fear rising in the pit of her stomach. The man led her to a small sitting area and said, “Wait here, if you please, Miss…?”

“Edwards,” Violet finished. She didn’t know if the headmistress—if one could call her that—would be able to help her. But after three Seasons without a single suitor, she saw no alternative but to enroll herself in Mrs. Harding’s School for Young Ladies.

The not-so-polite name was the School for Spinsters.

Rumor had it that Mrs. Harding took only a few students each year. Violet had witnessed one transformation when her friend Felicity had disappeared for a few weeks, only to return, find the perfect husband, become blissfully happy, and now, she had a child on the way.

Violet’s cheeks burned, for she wanted that so very much. True, her looks were only average, and certainly she would never be a great beauty. Her dowry was pitiful. But that wasn’t the real reason why men didn’t want to marry her—it was her stutter. An invisible weight sank down on her shoulders with the unspoken question of whether she could ever overcome the problem.

Another gentleman entered the sitting room. He looked to be in his thirties, and he had light brown hair with kindly blue eyes. “Miss Edwards, I am Mrs. Harding’s secretary. Cedric Gregor is my name. If you’ll just follow me into the study, we will discuss your situation with the headmistress of our school.”

Violet walked alongside the gentleman, keeping her eyes lowered. With every step, her fears only multiplied. Even now, she felt her eyelid beginning to twitch while a ringing noise resounded in her ears. She took deep breaths to stop herself from growing faint. That was the last thing she needed right now.

When Mr. Gregor led her inside, she was surprised at Mrs. Harding’s appearance. At first, the woman looked to be only a few years older than Violet herself. Yet, when she looked closer, the headmistress appeared closer to thirty, with green eyes and deep brown hair. In her face, Violet saw the mirror of someone who had endured suffering.

Mrs. Harding glanced up from her correspondence and regarded Violet. “I received your letter, Miss Edwards. I am Rachel Harding, and you’ve already met my secretary, Mr. Gregor. I presume you have come about enrolling in my school.”

“Y-y-yes.” Violet wanted to curse herself, but her stammer only worsened. She cleared her throat and tried again. “I-I-I’ve brought money f-for the tuition,” she said, placing her reticule on the desk. “I’ve saved my p-pin money for over a year.”

She bit her lip, wishing to God she could rid herself of the stutter. Although Mrs. Harding waited patiently while she spoke, Violet could see the sympathy in her eyes. She lowered her head again, her shoulders slumping while she waited for the woman to answer.

“Tell me more about why you have come to seek my help,” the woman said gently. “What is it you want to learn from my school?”

Violet tried again, but whenever she got nervous, her stutter seemed to grow even more impossible to control. “M-my mother doesn’t believe I will ever m-marry,” she managed. “I was hoping to f-find a husband of my own. I’ve heard you c-can help women who have…very f-few choices.”

Mr. Gregor’s expression tightened at the sound of her voice, and Violet turned away from him. No doubt he was disgusted by her speech.

“And do you consider yourself one of those women?” the headmistress prompted.

Violet nodded. She had grown so accustomed to being a wallflower, she could barely remember the last time anyone had asked her to dance. She couldn’t truly say she was a woman with few choices—she was a woman with no choices at all.

“You lack confidence, don’t you?” Mrs. Harding said. Violet wasn’t certain how to respond to that, but then the matron continued. “There’s nothing wrong with your appearance, aside from that boring gown.”

She glanced down at the dove gray bombazine, wondering if the woman’s remark was sincere or a test of some kind. “It’s f-far more than that. I can…barely speak. No gentleman wants to marry me.”

It would be easy enough to change her gown and her hair. But confidence was something she’d never had. Nearly everyone mocked her stutter, and it was easier to simply retreat from the ballrooms and hide in the shadows. Which, of course, made it impossible to meet a man to marry.

“What does your father think?”

Violet shook her head. “He d-died years ago.”

Mrs. Harding tilted her head slightly. “Did he have a title or any wealth at all? Does he have an heir who is responsible for you?”

“He was only a baronet. My younger brother Arthur inherited his title and the house.”

The memory of her father brought a soft warmth, mingled with regret. Her brother had made many friends among the members of the ton, which was likely the reason why they still received invitations to balls or dinner parties—certainly not for her mother’s sake.

“What sort of husband are you hoping to find?” Mrs. Harding was starting to take notes, which made Violet feel slightly better. She might actually be able to join this school, if the headmistress decided to accept her.

“Someone kind,” she answered. “He doesn’t h-have to be very handsome as long as he is a g-good man.”

“Do you not believe you are capable of winning a handsome husband?” Mrs. Harding asked.

Violet shrugged. “Of course not. H-handsome men don’t want to c-court a woman like me.”

The matron stared at her for a long while, as if trying to make up her mind. “I cannot accept every young woman who seeks my help,” she said slowly. “While I believe you may benefit from our tutelage, I have a task for you first. If you succeed in this, then we might be able to accept you into our school.” She emphasized the word, making it clear that she had not yet made a decision.

“W-what sort of task?” Violet asked. She was genuinely curious, for she couldn’t imagine anything they could possibly want from her. 

“You must attend a ball this week,” Mrs. Harding announced. “Send word to me which one it is, so I will know that you have kept your word.”

“M-my mother is forcing me to attend Lady Shelby’s ball in two days,” Violet admitted. She wasn’t at all looking forward to it, but then again, she had never liked social gatherings. They were a means to an end, not something for enjoyment.

“Very good.” Mrs. Harding scribbled a note to herself. “Now then, your task is this: I want you to study the most popular ladies. Look at the ones who are asked to dance by dukes and viscounts. I want you to find out what these women are doing to attract the attention of high-ranking gentlemen. And by that, I do not mean her appearance. I mean her mannerisms. Her behavior and the way she smiles or glances at a man. Do you think you can do this?”

Violet nodded at Mrs. Harding before glancing down at the carpet. This was an assignment she could easily manage. It was what she always did anyway—she stood against the wall while watching the other guests.

“Good. Return to me Tuesday next and tell me what you’ve learned.” The headmistress paused a moment and then said, “One more thing, Miss Edwards.”

“Yes?” she whispered.

“Look up at my face when we speak.”

Violet felt a flood of color in her cheeks, but after a long pause, she did. Mrs. Harding studied her closely, and with each moment, Violet’s discomfort grew. “When anyone speaks to you, do not look at your hands.”

She nodded again and looked downward out of habit. But this time, she forced herself to look up again.

“Good. You have now had your first lesson. Return to me in a week’s time, and we shall see if you can earn a place in my school.”

A flood of hope suddenly rushed through Violet as she reached for her reticule and stood. Though her cheeks were still flushed, she agreed, “I will. And th-thank you.”


      [image: ]Rachel Harding set her pen down, giving herself time to think about what Miss Edwards needed. After she’d been widowed three years ago, she’d vowed that no woman should ever have to endure an arranged marriage like her own. Because of it, she’d opened a school for young women who had difficulty finding a husband. 

It didn’t matter that her establishment had been nicknamed the School for Spinsters. If that meant the right ladies arrived on her doorstep, so be it. Rachel prided herself in finding a match for any unmarried young woman who was facing the same nightmare she herself had endured.

There was tuition, of course, but it was mainly to ensure that the young woman was serious about her quest to find the right husband. Most believed that finding a husband was about transforming her appearance, becoming beautiful, and wearing fine clothes to lure the perfect man.

But finding a husband had nothing to do with physical beauty. It was about the young woman’s inner transformation. She had to believe she was worthy of being loved, and she had to develop her confidence. That was Rachel’s true purpose. Although, sometimes a few wallflowers needed to feel beautiful first.

Cedric Gregor’s role in the matchmaking was just as crucial, for he spent time in the gaming hells and ballrooms, finding out which men were appropriate for marriage and those who should be avoided. He was her dearest friend and an excellent business partner. He was discreet in his preference for men, which made him perfect for finding the right gentlemen for her spinsters.

And Miss Edwards would indeed be a good candidate.

Demure and shy, Rachel thought. But it’s more than that. She’s trying to hide from the world.

Miss Edwards’s stutter was a problem, yes, but not the greatest one. It was the young woman’s insecurities that hindered her the most.

Her door opened wider, and Cedric returned. “What do you think? Can we help her?”

Rachel shrugged. “It’s possible. But we will need to watch her further. She plans to attend Lady Shelby’s ball on Thursday. We will go and observe her behavior. And in the meantime, it would be good if you could start searching for an eligible bachelor. She wants someone kind, and his looks don’t matter.”

Cedric smiled. “Consider it done.”

Rachel picked up her pen again, trying to press back the rise of excitement. It would be a challenge, yes. But she felt confident that they could succeed.








  
  
Chapter One




“You know what you have to do.” 

Damian Everett, the Earl of Scarsdale, kept his gaze averted from his father. Yes, he did know his responsibilities, all too well. He had to set aside his old ways and become the practical son, the one who saved his family from ruin by choosing the wealthiest bride in London. He acknowledged the marquess’s remark with a simple nod.

“Then stop standing here and go convince the chit to marry you.” His father’s impatience was palpable. Which likely meant that Jonas had lost even more at the gaming tables yesterday.

Hence, the reason why Damian was courting the most irritating woman he’d ever met—Lady Persephone Camden, daughter of the Duke of Westerford. She gathered suitors like rotting meat collected flies, and she reigned over them with a calculating smile.

She wasn’t at all the sort of woman he wanted to marry, but Damian obeyed his father’s demand and crossed the room to join the other suitors. Resentment festered within him that he had to play this role. Several gentlemen moved out of his way as he neared Lady Persephone. Mostly because he had a reputation as a fighter, after he’d defended a few ladies in the past from unscrupulous men.

“Good evening, Lord Scarsdale,” Lady Persephone purred as he moved to her side. “I’m so glad you’re here tonight.”

He eyed some of the men surrounding her, and most took a step back. “Don’t you grow bored of all your admirers?”

She laughed. “Not at all. It makes the task of choosing a husband so much more exciting.”

And didn’t he recognize that? It was a game to her, playing one man against the other. She truly didn’t care which man she flirted with or teased.

“I’ll dance with you later,” he said. “We’ll talk more then.”

At that, she shot him a look of false dismay. “Oh, dear. I’m afraid my dance card is full, Lord Scarsdale.”

Damian refused to engage in her ruse. “I’m sorry to hear it. Another time, then.”

“Giving up so easily on me, are you?” she chided. Then, she turned to the elderly man standing behind her. “What’s your name again, sir?”

“Er—Nigel Dryden, my lady.” The elderly man appeared confused but somewhat intrigued by her interest.

“Oh, yes, that’s right.” Then Lady Persephone studied her dance card and said, “You won’t mind if Lord Scarsdale takes your place, will you?”

“I…well, that is—”

“Good,” she smiled, crossing off his name. “That’s settled then.”

Mr. Dryden appeared uncertain, but he had no other recourse. “As you wish, my lady.”

But Damian could see the gleam of excitement in her eyes. She loved the sense of power and control over men and did as she pleased, no matter the consequences.

“Which dance is it?” he asked. Not that he truly cared.

Persephone told him, and with a nod to her, he departed. The less time he spent in her company, the better. In truth, if he did somehow convince her to marry him, he planned to live at the Scarsdale estate. She could remain in London, far away from him.

It bothered him that he had to pursue such a woman. He didn’t particularly like Lady Persephone. And yet, he would do what he had to for the sake of his sisters, Melanie and Regan.

They were the reasons why he was sacrificing himself upon the altar of marriage. His sisters hadn’t deserved their dowries to be gambled away by their father. Melanie should be here now, making her debut in society. She should be dressed in white, surrounded by suitors and smiling. But unless Damian found a way to change their circumstances, it would be at least another year, if not longer, before he could restore her dowry.

As for himself, he’d never particularly cared about a wife or a family. Why should it matter if he wed someone like Persephone? It was little more than a business transaction, one where the young woman’s dowry would give his sisters the futures they deserved.

And he would do whatever he had to, for his family’s sake.

Damian returned to the opposite side of the room, acknowledging a few friends as he passed. Near the doorway, he spied a young lady who appeared as miserable as himself. She had brown hair and wore a garnet-colored silk gown. A string of pearls hung around her throat, and despite her painful shyness, she did have a lovely face. It was the face of the innocent girl next door, one he suspected wouldn’t know how to be cruel if her life depended on it.

And yet, he sensed her terror. She was clenching her gloved hands, taking slow deep breaths. He fully understood her desire not to be here, and a part of him wished he could leave as well.

The young woman’s eyes were downcast, but he saw her murmur to herself before she raised her chin and looked around. Almost as if she’d scolded herself. She pasted a smile on her face, but she clearly wasn’t happy to be here.

He understood that feeling all too well.

With a sigh, he realized that his dance with Persephone would begin soon. He had to stop brooding in the corner and face the reality of courting the woman. He had no other choice, and it was time he accepted it.


      [image: ]Violet hated attending balls, but they were a necessary evil toward her goal of finding a husband. Most of the time, the gentlemen overlooked her presence. Today, however, it didn’t seem so dreadful since she had a task to complete. 

This ball was not about standing in the corner and feeling miserable because no one had asked her to dance. She was here to gather information, and somehow, knowing that she was here to observe, made it a little more bearable.

Their names were announced before they entered the ballroom. Violet’s younger brother Daniel escorted their mother, along with her sister Charity. Violet was perfectly content to walk behind them, for it was easier to remain unnoticed.

At least, it was until her mother demanded, “Stop lurking, Violet, and come stand beside your sister.”

She obeyed, keeping her head lowered. Then she remembered what Mrs. Harding had told her—that she should look at the person’s eyes. She risked a glance at her sister, and Charity offered a silent look of support. It gave her comfort, and she was grateful for it. But when she turned to meet her mother’s gaze, there was only disgust in Thomasina’s expression.

She hates me, Violet thought. Because I cannot speak properly. It wasn’t a surprise, really, but sometimes she wished her mother weren’t so embarrassed by her.

The musicians began to play a country dance, and Violet watched the young women who were asked to dance. She saw Miss Green on the arm of Viscount Leighton, and the young debutante smiled at him. She simply exuded joy, as if she could not be more delighted to dance with him.

Interesting.

Personally, Violet had always experienced terror that twisted her insides apart when she’d been asked—on a rare occasion—to dance with a gentleman. It was usually someone too old, too poor, or someone who made her skin crawl. She’d never had the opportunity to dance with someone handsome.

For a moment, she studied the young men, wondering which gentleman she would choose if she actually did have a choice. Then her gaze settled upon Damian Everett, the Earl of Scarsdale.

You’ve lost your wits, she warned her brain. Lord Scarsdale had a reputation of being an incorrigible rake. He had a wicked smile and a way of making women blush. Violet had heard rumors that he’d had dozens of mistresses, and if he merely crooked his finger, any woman would succumb to his charms.

He was…watching her. Why on earth? She blinked in surprise, and he smiled at her. Those deep green eyes held a sleepy look, as if he were imagining even more sinful deeds.

Her mouth went dry, and her heartbeat quickened. My goodness, but he was handsome. He was taller than all the men in the ballroom with dark blond hair that was longer than fashionable and a muscular form. His face had a strong jaw, and those green eyes held her captive.

Then she saw another young woman emerge from behind her. It was Lady Persephone, Violet was fairly certain. The debutante crossed over to the earl, and he took her hand and kissed it. Of course. That was who he’d been smiling at. Not her. 

Violet breathed a sigh of relief, but then her thoughts began to wander. What would it feel like to have a man kiss the back of her hand? Would his mouth be soft? At the very idea, her skin tightened with goosebumps.

“Violet, are you all right?” Her sister Charity was staring at her. “You’ve gone red.”

She fanned herself furiously. “It’s just the heat.” But her sister’s interruption was welcome. She needed to stop imagining what would never happen and instead focus on her task at hand.

Smiling, she decided. That was what Miss Green had done. She’d smiled at the viscount, and he had smiled in return. It was a good trait to add to her list. Violet took her empty dance card and scribbled the word “Smile” upon the first entry. It wasn’t as if she would ever be adding any names to the card, so she might as well put it to use.

Within moments, her brother and sister abandoned her. Charity had been asked to dance by a neighbor’s son, while Daniel had gone to speak with some of his friends.

Violet envied them their escape, but she remained by her mother’s side as ordered.

That is, until Lady Ross appeared. The older woman was Thomasina’s best friend, and the pair of them had matching sour expressions while they gossiped about the ton. 

Violet started inching away from them to watch the dancing again. She saw another young lady walk past a handsome gentleman, and the lady exchanged a coy look with him before she dropped her fan.

The man picked it up, of course, and then they began to converse. Violet took out her pencil and scribbled “Drop fan” on her list. It intrigued her to realize that the women truly were not helpless or waiting to be asked to dance. They encouraged the man to join the chase. Fascinating.

What would happen if she smiled at a gentleman and dropped her fan?

 He would likely pretend he hadn’t seen it and would walk away. No man wanted a woman who couldn’t even speak a single sentence without stuttering.

It wasn’t as if she hadn’t tried for years to overcome it. But the more nervous she became, the worse the stutter got. Sometimes around Charity, she could speak without one, but that was only because her sister knew her well and never teased her.

Her mother was still conversing with Lady Ross, so Violet seized her escape and pretended to go in search of lemonade. Along the way, she passed by another heiress, Lady Ashleigh, and a few other women she didn’t recognize. Violet didn’t miss their whispers, and without really meaning to, she lowered her head to continue walking past them.

Only to bump into a solid wall.

Violet bit back a yelp and realized that no, it wasn’t a wall. It was Lord Scarsdale. How mortifying.

“S-s-sorry.” She moved backwards so fast, she nearly stumbled.

He caught her elbow before she could fall toward the refreshments table. “Are you all right?”

I’ve nearly knocked over the most handsome man in the ballroom. No, I’m not all right. I want to crawl into a hole and die.

“I-I-I’m f-f-fine,” she stammered, backing away without looking up. Oh, Lord, the stutter was worse than ever. Now she sounded like she couldn’t speak at all. Could there be anything more humiliating than to bump into the most handsome earl in the room?

Behind her, she heard the titters from Lady Persephone. “G-g-good,” Persephone answered. “Y-y-you should w-watch where you’re g-g-going.”

Her face burned, but Violet said nothing. She’d grown accustomed to the lady’s taunts over the years. Persephone was not known for kindness, and she seemed to delight in her superiority over others. Instead, Violet hurried away from them, trying to regain her composure.

She found a place in the alcove where she took several deep breaths, calming herself. You’re not here to find a husband tonight. It doesn’t matter. And truthfully, Lord Scarsdale probably hadn’t noticed her much. Violet rather hoped he would forget she was alive, which was quite possible.

 When she glanced back at them, she saw Lady Persephone smiling warmly at Lord Scarsdale. He returned it as he handed her a glass of lemonade.

Everyone knew that the earl had been courting Lady Persephone for most of the Season. Her father was a wealthy duke, and she could have any man she wanted. And who wouldn’t want the wicked Lord Scarsdale? Some had whispered that Scarsdale’s father, the Marquess of Trent, had fallen upon hard times. The earl would want to marry someone wealthy if that were true.

And Violet was most definitely not in that category. She had enough pin money to afford her tuition at the school, but not much else. She was gambling her own future in the hopes that, somehow, she could find a husband.

She forced herself to watch them, wondering how someone as cruel as Persephone could get any man she wanted. The woman was never nervous or uncertain around gentlemen, and she moved around the ballroom as if she owned it. 

Confidence, Violet decided, was another attractive trait to gentlemen, and it was not one she had ever possessed. She scribbled the word “Confidence” on the empty dance card.

Didn’t Persephone’s suitors recognize her cruelty? Or did they just not care because she was beautiful and wealthy? Maybe money was the key to finding a husband. Which made things even worse because Violet wasn’t certain she even had a dowry. Her mother seemed to have given up on the idea of her finding a suitable match.

But there was still time. She might be a spinster, but there was always hope. She scribbled the word “Money” on the dance card and read it once again. It seemed that smiling, confidence, and wealth were the common elements of a popular heiress.

Was it possible that she could learn any of those? She saw another gentleman walking toward her. He was reasonably attractive and not too old at all. A reckless side of her wanted to act.

Don’t do it, her brain warned. This isn’t a good idea.

But she had to know. Was it possible that she could mimic the debutantes’ behavior? She had watched them, jotting down notes about what they had done to capture a man’s attention. What if she’d simply been sabotaging herself by remaining a wallflower all these years? What if…she attempted to smile at this man or even flirt? Would it work?

Violet ignored her brain’s frantic attempts at common sense and heeded her heart’s reckless urging. She would try it. What did she have to lose, after all?

And so, she stepped away from the wall and took a step closer to the gentleman. She lifted her chin and met his gaze. He appeared confused at first and glanced behind him. Then Violet smiled in welcome and deliberately dropped her fan.

The appalled expression on his face was like a physical blow. He saw the fan, looked back at her, and turned to walk away in a hurry.

Violet’s spirits sank as she reached for her fallen fan. Her cheeks were burning, and she retreated to the alcove. Clearly, there was more to this than following a list of rules.

Though she knew it wasn’t a good idea, she started watching the Earl of Scarsdale. He laughed at something Lady Persephone said, and Violet wondered what it would be like to have a man look at her in that way. It was such a ridiculous idea, especially after her most recent experience.

And yet…she longed for that sort of companionship. What would it be like to attend a ball with a husband, to smile at him across the room, and see him return the smile? Perhaps dance with him, knowing that they would return home together later. She might rub his shoulders, and he might rub her feet if she was exhausted from dancing. She smiled wistfully at the image.

Lord Scarsdale led Lady Persephone to the dancers, and she was caught up by the sight of his hands upon the young lady. His gloved palm pressed against Persephone’s back, and he stared into her eyes with bold interest.

Violet opened her fan, for it was growing warm in the ballroom. But even fanning the air did nothing to diminish her wayward imagination. For a moment, she envisioned that she was in the earl’s arms. That it was his hand upon her waist, his other hand clasping hers.

His face was close to Persephone’s while he spoke to her. If he moved any closer, he could steal a kiss from the lady. What would that be like? Violet wondered. She’d never kissed anyone before.

She sighed and decided to return to her mother’s side, for she’d experienced enough longing for the evening. She had her list prepared for Mrs. Harding, and when she returned on Tuesday, she would bring it with her.

Just as she walked over to them, she overheard Lady Ross saying to her mother, “So have you made the arrangements yet?”

Arrangements for what? Violet took a slight step backwards, trying to remain inconspicuous.

“I have,” her mother answered. “My mother-in-law is expecting her.” With a sigh, Thomasina added, “Since she will never find a husband, I think this is the best solution for everyone. She will be a companion and care for Annabelle during her illness.”

Violet stiffened, and she wondered if she’d heard her mother correctly. Thomasina planned to send her away? To be a companion to the grandmother who despised her?

“I imagine that will set your heart at ease,” Lady Ross continued. “It’s the perfect solution for everyone. When does she leave?”

“By Friday next,” her mother answered.

Though she knew she ought to stay out of the conversation, Violet couldn’t help herself. She approached the women, needing to know if it was true. “Who is l-leaving by F-F-Friday next?”

“Y-y-you are,” her mother taunted.

Violet paled. No, this could not be happening. Not when she’d worked so hard to become one of Mrs. Harding’s pupils. She could not imagine leaving London.

“Why?” she managed to whisper.

“Because your grandmother needs someone to care for her until she dies, and it will not be me. You have no chance of being married, so I believe this will suit everyone.”

It doesn’t suit me, Violet thought. But then, her mother hardly cared about anyone but herself.

“What about m-my dowry?” she whispered, trying to hold back hot tears.

“You won’t be needing it. If I give your dowry to Charity, it will help her chances immeasurably.”

Violet said nothing but lowered her head to stare at her feet. She didn’t want to hear any more of this, for now the truth was clear.

 Becoming a pupil at Mrs. Harding’s School for Spinsters was her last and only hope.


      [image: ]Cedric exchanged a glance with Rachel Harding. “What do you think?” 

They had been watching over Miss Edwards for the past few hours, unbeknownst to the young lady. Poor girl. He’d seen the way Lady Persephone had treated her. He felt sorry for Miss Edwards, but she might be beyond their help.

The widow appeared uncertain. “I think Miss Edwards has a lot of work before her if she wants to transform herself. She has no confidence whatsoever.”

“Is it any wonder?” From the way her own family behaved, they treated the girl like dirt. “I can understand why she came to us for help.”

Rachel was watching over the young girl, her face pensive. “I just don’t know if it’s possible. And I don’t want to raise her hopes if she cannot do what is necessary to succeed.”

Cedric agreed with her on that. But he admitted to himself that he did like the girl. He’d seen the way she’d tried to smile at a gentleman. And even though it hadn’t worked, at least she’d made an attempt. She might have the courage that was necessary.

Mrs. Harding turned back to him. “Was there a gentleman whom you believe would suit her?”

The logical choice was a dull gentleman with few prospects. And yet, Cedric found himself wanting to play fairy godfather. What would Miss Edwards do with a gorgeous creature like the Earl of Scarsdale? Would she faint? Or would she rise to the challenge?

Though on the surface, it might seem like a ridiculous idea, Cedric trusted his own instincts. He hadn’t missed the way Miss Edwards had gaped at the man, and her embarrassment had gone deeper than the unexpected stumble. The earl had also been kind to her, despite the pair of predatory females who had shamed the young woman.

“Lord Scarsdale,” he predicted. “He might suit.”

“He’s too far above her,” Mrs. Harding predicted. “But I’m willing to think about it. Why did you suggest him, and what do you know about his background?”

“His father, the Marquess of Trent, has a gambling problem. He’s relying on Scarsdale to marry well.”

“Miss Edwards would not bring him the wealth he needs,” she argued. “I’m not certain I agree with your choice.”

Cedric shrugged. “She’s not what he needs in terms of a financial transaction, I agree. But as far as a match?” His gaze focused on the earl. “I don’t know. There’s something there.”

“I doubt it,” she answered, “but he may be of use. When it comes to teaching her how to speak with handsome gentlemen, that is. Right now, she’s far too nervous.”

Cedric could see the wheels turning in her mind. There was no question Miss Edwards would be one of the greatest challenges Rachel had ever attempted. It would be a monumental undertaking. Yet, he wanted the spinster to find her own happiness. And whether it was with Scarsdale or another gentleman…time would tell.

“I’m going to find out more,” he said, inclining his head in farewell before he walked toward Scarsdale. The earl was standing with a small group of men, along with Lady Persephone and Lady Ashleigh. Persephone stood closest to him with a half-smile on her face. The earl was also smiling, but it didn’t meet his eyes. Instead, it appeared that he was merely putting on a façade of amusement. Cedric walked past them, but then he lingered nearby to eavesdrop.


      [image: ]“I think we should have a wager,” Lady Persephone was saying. “This evening is rather dull, don’t you think?”

“And what is this…wager you’re proposing?” Damian asked. He had a bad feeling about her suggestion, for there was a satisfied gleam in her eyes.

“I think you should ask Miss E-E-Edwards to d-d-dance,” she suggested. “If she says yes, then you must dance with her and let her believe you are interested.”

 He didn’t like her suggestion at all. Clearly, her intent was to make fun of the young woman, and he wanted no part of that.

“Persephone, that’s cruel,” Lady Ashleigh argued. “Why would you want to do that?”

At least one of the ladies had a conscience, Damian thought.

“It’s not cruel at all,” Persephone continued. “After all, she’s dancing with Lord Scarsdale, one of the most notorious rakes in London. She should be fortunate to even have a minute of your attention.” With a sly smile, she reached out to touch his arm.

He wanted to pull away, to chide her for suggesting something so petty. And yet, he knew Persephone would only sulk and play the victim.

Part of him wondered what he was doing, courting a woman like her. Was she always so vindictive? He wanted to believe that Persephone was different in private. Perhaps she’d been so coddled, she had no idea how the rest of the world lived. Maybe she simply needed to break out of her spoiled existence and learn a little humility. If she saw the suffering that others endured, would that change her outlook? He wasn’t certain.

Damian covered her gloved hand with his own. “You don’t really want me to take this wager.” As a distraction, he changed the direction of the conversation. “And you never said what I would win, if the lady refuses.” He kept his voice low and teasing, as if he were hoping for a stolen kiss.

Persephone gave a musical laugh. “Why, you may pay a call upon me in the morning.”

“Not good enough,” he countered. “I was planning to do that anyway.” He paused a moment, pretending he needed to think about it. “I know. You should tell your father that you’ve chosen me as a husband.” 

He sent her a flirtatious smile, even knowing that it was too much to ask. He’d already formally proposed to her a month ago after asking the duke for permission. Unfortunately, Persephone was enjoying her role as the most sought-after debutante, and he sensed she had no intention of choosing a suitor yet. 

“We could be married by special license,” he suggested. “Or I could steal you away to Scotland.”

But Lady Persephone swatted him lightly with her fan. “It’s entirely too soon for me to decide, and we both know it.” Even so, he could see how delighted she was at his suggestion. She believed (mistakenly) that he found her irresistible. But he hoped the conversation had successfully diverted her attention away from tormenting Miss Edwards.

“How much more time do you need?” he asked lightly.

“I’m not certain,” she teased. “But perhaps you could show your devotion to me by taking my wager.”

It irritated him that she still wouldn’t let it go. And so he countered, “It’s a boring wager.” Not to mention cruel to the girl. Though he kept his tone light, he shook his head. “I’m sorry, but I’m not interested.”

Lady Persephone was pouting at his dismissal. “And what would it take to gain your interest?”

He shrugged. “I’ve already answered that question. And besides, I don’t believe in humiliating young women.”

Persephone’s expression soured at his refusal. But then, a moment later, her face shifted, and she changed her tone. “I don’t know, Lord Scarsdale. I think you should consider asking her to dance. Miss Edwards is a lovely woman, after all.”

She wasn’t listening to him, so he decided to put a stop to her ploy. He wasn’t going to be a part of her vindictive plans.

“Nothing in this world would make me interested in dancing with Miss Edwards. No matter what you might say.” He wanted that to be perfectly clear, and then he saw Lady Ashleigh wincing. From behind him, he heard a slight gasp.

Then he realized why Persephone’s face had widened in a delighted smile. He turned around, and Miss Edwards’s stricken expression made him feel like he’d taken a blow to the stomach. “I d-d-don’t want to dance with you either, s-sir.” Then she hurried away toward the terrace.

Damn it all. Now he’d hurt her feelings, and the young woman knew nothing of why he’d said it.

Lady Persephone laughed gaily, as if she loved this turn of events. “G-g- goodness me,” she mocked.

Damian kept his face neutral, though it took an effort not to reveal what he thought of Persephone’s cruelty. Although her dowry was enough to solve every financial problem, was it truly worth it? He was starting to wonder. Was she truly that selfish and coldhearted? Or was it ignorance?

Regardless, he had to be careful. Persephone held the power to end his family’s debts with one wedding vow.

Damian quietly excused himself from the ladies and went to find Miss Edwards, intending to apologize. It was probably an exercise in futility, but he wanted to try. She’d only overheard part of the conversation, and in that moment, he’d sounded like an utter bastard.

Well, he probably was an utter bastard, but he still hadn’t meant to hurt her feelings. His words had come across far more malicious than he’d intended. She might not accept his apology, but he wanted to find her and at least explain what he’d meant by the words.

He looked around for some sign of Miss Edwards and started to walk toward the terrace. Outside, it was dark, and there were a few couples strolling in full view of the doors. Somehow, he doubted the young lady would venture alone into the darkness of shrubbery.

Instead, he followed his instincts and turned down a small hallway where he found her crying in the corner. The sight bothered him deeply, and he knew he was the cause of her tears. He’d never meant to insult her, and seeing her cry made him feel like he’d kicked a puppy.

Damian hesitated a moment, wondering how to begin. If she saw him approach, she’d likely run away. And so, he kept his footsteps light, hoping he could apologize from a short distance and then leave her alone.

He saw a crumpled dance card upon the floor. Likely it was hers. He bent to pick it up and then tucked it in the pocket of his waistcoat. He started to take another step toward her when someone seized his arm. He turned and saw his father. Jonas glared at him and shook his head. “Come with me.”

“I was just—”

“You were about to ruin all our plans, weren’t you?” The marquess gripped his arm and led him back down the hallway. Damian stiffened, but he followed his father for the sole reason that he didn’t want Miss Edwards to overhear the marquess’s thoughtless remarks. She’d been through enough.

“I won’t have you insulting the daughter of a duke while apologizing to that bit of nothing in the corner.” Jonas was slightly unsteady on his feet, and Damian could smell the brandy on his father’s breath.

 “Your sisters are depending on you,” his father continued. “Unless you marry well, they have no dowries. No fortunes.”

“They would still have their dowries if you hadn’t gambled the money away,” Damian said beneath his breath.

But his father heard him and laughed. “Haven’t I been trying to win it all back? One day, I might succeed.”

“All you do is lose,” Damian said. They were so deeply in debt, he’d pleaded with his friends to prevent his father from playing cards again. He’d spoken to the gaming hells and clubs, promising to pay them back, as long as they did not let the marquess enter. Some had agreed, but others had simply ignored his request. Because of it, his mother had been forced to quietly sell off her jewels.

“The only thing you have of value is our family name,” Jonas continued. “My title will pass to you, and your bride’s wealth will restore it all.” His father clapped him on his back. “You have your choice of the ladies. Choose wisely. But not the Edwards brat. Never her.”

His father swayed slightly before he went in search of refreshments. Damian waited until he’d gone, before he turned to walk back toward Miss Edwards. The lady was no longer weeping in the corner, but she remained in the shadows, out of the public view.

In a low voice, he murmured, “I am sorry for what I said, Miss Edwards.” 

“No, you’re n-not.” She stepped forward until she stood beside him. “You m-meant every word of it.”

“You didn’t hear what I said before you arrived—only the last part. I had no interest in dancing with you for the sake of a wager. That’s not fair to you.”

She grew quiet for a time, so much that he turned back to look at her.

Wariness was stamped on her face. “I don’t believe you.”

“It doesn’t matter whether you believe me or not. I am sorry that you misunderstood me, so I’ll apologize for that. But I won’t apologize for not wanting you to be humiliated. No one deserves that.”

“Are you finished?” she asked.

“Not quite. Take my advice and stay away from Lady Persephone and Lady Ashleigh,” he said. “They’re not your friends.”

 “I am w-well aware of that.” She cleared her throat. “And neither are you.”

He probably deserved that, even though she didn’t believe him. Her flare of courage quickly died away when he continued to stare. Miss Edwards glanced down at her feet and turned away to disappear into the hallway.

After she’d gone, Damian turned his attention back to the ballroom. He’d done what he could to apologize. If she despised him, so be it. His father had been right. His greater concern right now was to find a wife who could help dig them out of the mountain of debts. His sisters were counting on him.

And he could not fail in this.
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