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      Lady Sarah Appleton stood on the outskirts of her own party, watching the crush of dancers move about the ballroom.

      By all accounts, this masquerade was a success.

      The ballroom was full, the orchestra was excellent, and the costumes were lavish.

      She looked down at her own dress and frowned. 

      The dress was a thoughtful gift from her friends, and that should have filled her with joy, but the moment she’d looked at the lovely concoction of cream and pale green, her stomach had churned with apprehension.

      The expertly crafted gown was like a physical reminder of all that was wrong with her as a person. She tugged at the long trailing sleeves as a sigh of frustration escaped her lips. 

      “What’s wrong, Sarah?” Aubrey asked next to her. “You’ve not seemed yourself this evening.”

      “Nothing. Nothing at all is wrong.” She smiled brightly at her recently married friend, her cheeks stretched thin at the effort. How did one say that the thoughtful gift Aubrey, Rose, and Camilla had given her had brought up a well of churning emotions?

      She shook her head, trying to force the thoughts from her mind. 

      Camilla gave her a quizzical glance, and Rose adjusted her crown of feathers on her peacock ensemble as she looked over at Sarah. “Look at the turnout for this party. You’re an amazing success.”

      Sarah’s smile softened into something far more genuine. She loved her friends dearly, and they were so supportive of her. She truly was grateful. “Thank you.” 

      Six weeks prior, all four of them had been dancing about a maypole, having snuck out of their finishing school at dawn under the guise of going for a walk. They’d wanted to see the newly erected pole that had been put in place for a May Day celebration. 

      In that moment of fun, each of the girls had made a wish. 

      Aubrey had wished for a puppy. Sweet and soft and full of love. So perfect for her lovable friend.

      Camilla, in her typical fashion, had requested a highly practical chemistry set, while Rose wanted a book of poetry.

      And Sarah? In one of her usual flights of romantic fancy, she’d wished for a knight in shining armor. So silly. Men didn’t wear armor any longer, and even if they did…

      She held in another sigh. Romantic whims brought her nothing but trouble, as was evidenced at this exact moment. Her friends had brought her a medieval gown, which she now wore because of that wish. Flowing sleeves belled out from the elbows, brushing the floor whenever her arms were down, while fabric trailed behind her, pooling about her legs whenever she was still.

      It was truly lovely. 

      But she could barely move.

      And that was the problem. Every time she allowed fanciful thoughts to slip past her lips, she said silly things that only ended up getting her in trouble. 

      Tonight wasn’t too bad. So she couldn't dance or circulate about the room, or even move, really, without tripping. But it was one night. She’d survive.

      The problem was that she was making a pattern of this sort of behavior. 

      One moment she’d allowed herself to get carried away by romantic notions and told her friends her wildest hopes and dreams. Next thing she knew, she’d ended up in a medieval gown of flowing skirts…or wearing the wings of a cupid.

      Sarah stopped her thoughts, groaning to herself. She would not think about the other time she’d worn the completely wrong costume. 

      Though her thoughts had been drifting to that day a great deal of late. Because the incident, as she now called it, had involved one of her brother’s very best friends, John Marxum, the Earl of Bentley. He’d been center stage for her little drama, a cause of endless embarrassment. Fortunately for Sarah, she’d been able to avoid him for most of the last five years. The only time they’d seen one another had been a year ago at her brother Malcolm’s funeral, and even then, she’d been able to avoid conversation.

      But Jack, as his friends called him, as she’d once called him, would be here tonight. She’d received his acceptance to her invitation just yesterday. And honestly, when it hadn’t arrived before that, Sarah had assumed—hoped, really—that his lack of communication had meant that he’d not attend. Now he was going to be here, and she was stuck in a dress in which she could barely move, in some misguided attempt to attract a knight in shining armor. 

      Because men so often wore suits of armor to parties…

      She looked down at the silk of the gown edged with the most beautiful embroidered design. Her friends had been so thrilled to give her the dress. Rose, in her poetic fashion, had declared it the only possible way one might attract a knight.

      Because her friends had begun to believe wishes came true. 

      Granted, Aubrey’s had. She’d wished for a puppy and she’d received one. He happened to be attached to a duke, who’d promptly married her friend. 

      And Camilla, she’d gotten her chemistry set, along with a fiancé. Sarah’s brother, to be precise, the Marquess of Ashburn.

      Her friends now believed that Sarah’s wish would lead her to love. 

      Silly.

      She’d certainly marry. Her connections were excellent, her skills adequate, her looks good enough. If one didn’t mind a shock of red hair. But it wouldn’t be in some romantic display of a knight riding in to save her. That had been a momentary fancy brought on by the excitement of the maypole.

      No. Her husband would come from practical searching and skilled maneuvering through social artistry.

      There would be no romantic knights involved. Period. To think anything else was complete folly⁠—

      “Dear merciful saints,” Aubrey gasped. “Do you see what I see?” She pointed toward the doorway.

      Sarah turned—shuffled, really—to follow Aubrey’s finger. The jousting lance came into view first. The thing must have been seven feet tall and barely fit through the doorway. Then she saw him. A knight in full regalia stopped in the doorway, surveying the room. 

      For a split second, her heart pounded. That urge to let the moment sweep her off her feet rose up in her chest. Her breath caught as dreams she’d long harbored danced before her eyes. A knight had actually come. He was here…

      Their eyes locked across the ballroom. Or she thought they might have. It was difficult to tell with the visor that covered the full helmet. 

      Her breath caught and held. Perhaps she’d been wrong all along. Just maybe wishes could come true. Hope swelled in her stomach, making her feel lighter. He started to move, heading directly for her. It was a dream, a fantasy, a⁠—

      He promptly knocked into an entire group of guests, sending three people scattering to the floor. Cries rose over the music and the crowd muted to see what had caused the stir.

      It was a nightmare. 

      And fantasies were for silly girls who didn’t know better.

      “He’s going to kill someone,” Camilla muttered.

      “That’s the point, I believe,” Rose said with a laugh. “Get it? The point. Because the pole has a…” She stopped when no one laughed and cleared her throat. “Play on words.”

      Camilla frowned. “It was funny.” She absently patted Rose’s arm as she stared at the knight moving toward them in the crowd. “I might have laughed, except he’s actually going to kill someone. He doesn’t seem able to move well in that suit at all.”

      Sarah did sigh then. “It might very well be me. I can’t escape in this dress. I’ll not be able to move out of his way.”

      Aubrey winced as she surveyed Sarah. “It is a bit long, isn’t it? I thought it would be terribly romantic, but I see now that the length makes it rather difficult to move.”

      But it was Sarah who should have winced. She hadn’t meant to insult her friend. “It’s so lovely, Aubrey.” How did she explain the sense of foreboding that had settled in her chest? “I just...” She paused again. “I didn’t mean that wish about a knight. I should have wished for something practical like a solid match or a⁠—”

      “Don’t be silly.” Rose touched her arm. “The maypole wasn’t for being practical. It was a moment of whimsy.”

      “All the same.” Sarah lifted her arm, miles of fabric trailing down from her elbow to the floor as the knight made his way directly toward her. It wasn’t her imagination, he appeared intent upon a collision course, leaving a wake of destruction in his path. “Our clumsy knight is making his way over to the medieval maiden.” She swept her hand down her costume. “And I won’t be able to escape, should he point that lance at me.”

      “Oh dear, you’re right.” Aubrey nibbled at her lip. “But then again, I’m sure he won’t—” She stopped, her hands coming up to her face to cover her mouth. Because a portly man wearing a monocle backed into the knight’s path. The man, knocked by the lance, crashed directly into Lady Weatherby’s bosom. “Never mind. He’s moving rather slowly. Perhaps you should go take a turn about the garden. Get some fresh air? I’ll join you in a moment. I’ll just see if I can’t minimize the damage here first.”

      Sarah gave a tentative nod and then she turned, attempting to gather up the extra folds of her dress without appearing too awkward. Once accomplished, she did the only thing a woman might do when her knight in clumsy armor had arrived. She made her escape.
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        * * *

      

      Jack looked through the slots in the face shield of the armor he donned as a costume and let out another growl of frustration. He was an earl, for pity’s sake. His ancestors had worn this very suit regularly and with ease. 

      How could he be bumbling this so badly?

      He consoled himself that years of the suit standing in the hall of his country estate had rusted the joints, making it difficult to move in. But the entire suit had to weigh three stone.

      All his life, Jack had been an athlete. He boxed regularly, walked a great deal, was a superior horseman, and his hunting skills were highly regarded. But the weight and the stiffness combined, along with the crush of the crowd, made it difficult to move with any sort of grace.

      He stopped as he managed to knock over another partygoer. Should he apologize? The scandal sheets tomorrow were likely to be full of his antics this evening. At least his identity was concealed in this monstrosity of a costume. 

      The irony of the entire situation was that he’d come here tonight to make a long overdue apology for another incident involving an embarrassing costume. He hadn’t been wearing a costume that time, rather someone else had worn one for his benefit. Lady Sarah Appleton.

      He looked at her across the ballroom, her gaze fixed on him. For a brief moment, he imagined she knew it was him in the armor and she looked at him because… Well, because she cared and she was ready to hear his apology. 

      She’d not looked at him in five years. On the rare occasion he’d seen her, she’d carefully avoided his gaze. 

      It was a testament to the graceful woman she’d become, but he’d have found it a great deal easier if she’d railed at him. Told him what a selfish cad he was. Anything other than the stony silence and averted eyes. 

      At least right now, she was looking directly at him. That almost made this debacle worth it. But how could she know it was him? More likely, she was staring because he was making a complete fool of himself. 

      In his vision of tonight, he’d swept in as a knight. Sarah had always been a romantic at heart. As her brother’s best friend, he’d listened to her often enough. She was forever attempting to retell fairy tales, with heroes, dragons, and knights. 

      When he’d been younger, he’d even liked some of them. The stories had involved a great deal of action and adventure, and Sarah… She lit up when she told a story. Her green eyes sparkled as her voice rose and fell with an almost hypnotic cadence. She was magical.

      But she no longer shared her stories with him, and she wasn’t a girl any longer. 

      A fact that was highlighted by her gown this evening. Styled in a medieval fashion, it hugged her curves, and the color brought out the green of her eyes and her mane of red-gold hair. She’d pulled back the front so that the curls tumbled unhindered down her back. 

      She was stunningly beautiful. 

      A fact he wished he’d realized when she was fourteen and he’d been eighteen. Back then she’d still been a somewhat awkward girl who got carried away with daydreams and dramatic tales. She’d been sheltered by loving parents and two doting older brothers and…

      And he’d burst their protective bubble with one quick and decisive move.

      His chest tightened to remember. He’d been a fool. 

      Jack had been attending Eton with her brother, Ash. He’d been Will back then of course, and to the meaner boys, they’d called him Apple because of his name and his hair. He’d only taken on the title and the name Ash a year ago when Malcolm had died suddenly. 

      He’d seen Sarah the day of the funeral, standing stoically by her brother’s side, looking exactly and nothing like the girl he’d known all at once. 

      Beautiful to be certain, but she’d been so sad, and it had killed Jack inside that he wasn’t able to offer her even the smallest comfort. He’d wanted to wrap her in his arms, but instead she’d not even met his eye.

      And all because he’d been a stupid boy. The memories of that day rose up like specters once again. 

      Ash’s family had arrived at the school for a visit, and at first he’d been thrilled. Their family was everything Jack’s wasn’t. Warm, comforting, supportive of one another, and they’d more or less accepted him in the fold as one of the family when he was but a child. But everything changed with this visit. From the moment she’d arrived at Eton, he’d seen a change in Sarah. She’d looked at him with starry eyes and rosy-cheeked blushes rather than simple childish adoration 

      And while no one seemed upset, it had added some distance between him and the rest of Ash’s family. As though they knew before he did that things would be forever changed.

      Groaning to himself, he’d done the only thing he’d known to do. Avoid her.

      She’d clearly chosen him for her first infatuation, a situation he wanted no part of. No one in his entire life had ever protected him. He supposed he didn’t understand that it was his job to protect her. At least that was what he liked to tell himself.

      Still, out of respect for Ash and for Sarah, he’d ignored her as she fluttered about. He could confess now that he’d grown irritated. Hadn’t she understood that she was just a girl while he was a man? 

      Looking back, he hadn’t been a man either. Because a real man would have borne her young attention with grace and dignity.

      But he’d been a childish oaf back then. Much like tonight, a friend had held a costumed event and Sarah had styled herself as a cupid. In actuality, the costume had been adorable with wings and hearts and a bow and arrow. 

      But the poetry she attempted to pair with it… He groaned again. It had been dreadful. 

      Still, it didn’t excuse what he’d done. 

      He’d slipped out to the garden to meet his friends for a smoke. They fancied themselves rebels, and he’d wanted a break from Sarah’s attention. He couldn’t be around the rest of her family without her prattling and preening. And in that costume… 

      But Sarah had followed, likely unaware that he was meeting a whole group of fellow students. 

      When she’d popped out of the bush, spouting poetry and looking dewy-eyed, a shower of male laughter had rained down on her. His friends, just behind him, had all witnessed her romantic gesture.

      He’d laughed too. Because he was frustrated with her silliness and, he realized later, he didn’t want things to change. He liked being a member of their family. “Silly Sarah.” He’d jeered. “Don’t you know I’m far too mature for such a juvenile display of affection?”

      He’d seen it in her eyes. That he’d crushed her. The sparkle left them. He hadn’t even known that was possible until he watched it happen. Jack had wanted to take the words back, but the chorus of laughter behind them had stilled his tongue. 

      Her muffled sob, however, had wrenched at his heart. She’d turned and fled and he’d almost chased after her. Almost.

      But very nearly wasn’t the same as actually doing something, and instead, he’d turned and had that smoke with his friends. He’d been sick inside the entire time. No, he didn’t want her affection, but he did prize her friendship. 

      And he’d ruined it with one cutting comment. In fact, he’d ruined everything. He barely spent any time with Ash’s family after that. Theirs was the one family he’d ever truly belonged in, and he had to make it right.

      He watched her across the room as she gathered her skirts and turned, heading out to the gardens. 

      Five years had passed and still she fled his company every time he drew near. Jack understood, of course, but he only wanted one chance to give the apology she’d deserved for all these years. 

      And so he followed.
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