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      Lady Sophie Maxwell’s bedroom had been transformed into the sisters’ headquarters for their new mission. All three of her sisters had crowded into the space, and the flickering candlelight gave the meeting a clandestine air.

      It would have all felt quite dramatic—maybe even romantic—if the topic at hand wasn’t so distressingly pragmatic. But there was nothing for it. At least one of them needed to be wed quickly, and this upcoming house party was their best chance.

      “Really, Sophie, must we go over this yet again?” Her sister Serena added an exaggerated yawn from where she lay sprawled out atop Sophie’s bed.

      Sophie sighed. It wasn’t her fault that Serena had worn herself out riding yet again. “We leave for the house party at first light,” Sophie reminded her. “We’ll be separated in two carriages, and it’s not as though we can talk about this in front of Tobias. It will only distress him.”

      Serena sat up with a wince at the mention of their brother. He was the oldest of the five Maxwell siblings, and it was well understood that he’d borne the most difficult burden after their parents’ deaths.

      They’d all thought he’d have more time to prepare before taking over the earldom, and now poor Tobias was overwhelmed by his new responsibilities.

      Responsibilities that included taking care of his four younger sisters.

      Hopefully not for much longer, however. After two years of mourning—first when their mother died from a fever and then after their father’s sudden passing—the young ladies were finally ready to rejoin society.

      And marry posthaste, if all went according to plan.

      “We all understand what we must do at this house party,” Sarah assured Sophie. She adjusted her reading glasses as she perched on the bed beside Serena. “And our aunt has done her part. There’s nothing for it now but to see the plan through.”

      “Yes, but it couldn’t hurt to ensure we’re prepared for all eventualities,” Sophie said. Their aunt, Lady Clara Winterbourne, had helped concoct this scheme to hurry along the girls’ marriage prospects the moment they were out of mourning rather than having to wait another few months for the start of a proper season.

      Three months seemed like an eternity when there were four young ladies to be matched.

      Her youngest sister Samantha’s lips pursed a pout. “Only you could make finding a match sound so very practical, Sophie.”

      Sophie lifted a shoulder. “I like to be prepared.” She turned to Sarah. “Do you have the list?”

      Sarah nodded, pulling a carefully folded piece of parchment from the reticule that perpetually hung from her wrist. She unfolded it carefully, adjusting her glasses once more. “Here it is. The list of eligible gentlemen our aunt kindly invited to the house party.”

      Samantha sighed. “Doesn’t anyone else find it unbearably depressing to be discussing our potential husbands in such a way?”

      “What way is that?” Serena teased. “As though they are pigs to be bought at market?”

      Samantha laughed. “Precisely.” She threw her arms out wide. “Don’t any of you wish to fall in love?”

      She was met with three blank stares.

      Samantha dropped her arms. “Right. Of course not. I’d nearly forgotten who I was talking to. Not one of you cares about romance or courtships. And you,” she shot Sophie a pointed glance. “You’ve already experienced a proper London season.”

      Sophie winced. She couldn’t help the fact that her sisters had missed out on their debuts while in mourning, but she still regretted the fact that her sweet, loving sisters hadn’t had the same chance Sophie had been given.

      She’d botched it, of course, ending the season with a tainted reputation and fewer choices for a good match than before it had begun. But at least she’d had a taste of excitement. She’d even had a fleeting whiff of romance.

      It hadn’t been much of a tryst, but enough to know that passion and love were fanciful myths meant to make marriage more appealing to young ladies. She was older and wiser now. She had no such hopes anymore, but she couldn’t blame Samantha for her youthful dreams.

      “I just want a chance to dance and laugh and flirt before settling down in marriage,” Samantha said with a sigh. “Is that so much to ask?”

      “Of course not, Sam,” Serena said kindly.

      Sophie and Sarah shared a knowing look. They’d been over this before in private. As the two eldest, they shared a similarly pragmatic view of the situation. They didn’t all have to marry. Not all at once, at least. And there was no reason it had to be Samantha, even though she was widely regarded as the one most sought after.

      Sophie straightened her shoulders. Samantha might have been the prettiest, but Sophie was the oldest. This was her responsibility to bear. “Samantha, no one expects you to marry immediately. So long as one of us finds a good match, then the others may take more time.”

      Serena arched a brow. “Not too much time, I hope. Tobias needs to start a family of his own. He can’t be expected to act as our guardian forever.”

      “No, of course not,” Sophie said quickly. “I only meant that Samantha doesn’t have to make a match at this house party. And once I have a husband, he and I can help Tobias with the duties of escorting all of you.”

      “True. Besides, Sam, you’re still young,” Sarah added in agreement, smiling fondly at their baby sister—who was far from a baby now at eighteen. She turned to Sophie and Serena. “If Samantha feels so strongly about experiencing a proper season before marrying, I say we support her.”

      Samantha smiled. “Thank you, Sarah.”

      “I agree completely. Samantha should experience a true season,” Sophie said, earning another sweet smile of gratitude from Samantha.

      Sophie’s smile faltered. It was rather unfortunate that their youngest sister also happened to be not only the most beautiful but also the most charming of the lot. She could snap her fingers and have any gentleman she wished, no doubt.

      It was even more unfortunate that Sophie, the eldest, was the most plain with the least number of prospects after being thrown over her first season.

      And Sarah, who was next in age, was...well, she was pretty in her own way with her fair hair and wide eyes. But as she preferred to pore over accounts and discuss the latest innovations in estate management, she wasn’t exactly the belle of any ball.

      And then there was Serena—beautiful, fun, vibrant—and completely uninterested in being married or running a household of her own.

      Truly, Samantha was the most ideal candidate for marriage between the four of them, but it wasn’t fair to foist the responsibility onto her young shoulders. The rest of them would have to find a way.

      “I’m all for Sam having her day in the sun,” Serena said with a wink at her younger sister. “And I have no problem being the first to marry, if that’s the way it goes. Just point me toward this desperate earl our aunt has been on about, and let’s end this conversation once and for all.”

      Sophie laughed. “Serena, do you truly care so little for who you end up spending your life with?”

      Serena tilted her head to the side. She shared Sophie’s dark hair and hazel eyes, but while Sophie’s locks were pinned tightly atop her head, Serena’s curls were loose about her shoulders and a smirk tugged at her lips. “All I ask is that he grant me my freedom. And I’ll do the same in return, of course.” She shrugged. “That sounds like a rather idyllic arrangement to me.”

      Sarah shook her head. “Not me. I’d prefer to find a partner. Someone who values my opinions and my skills, so that I might be as useful in my new home as I am here.”

      “I imagine Tobias would hate to see you marry so soon,” Samantha said, eyeing the blonde bluestocking with her ink-stained fingers as she fidgeted with her spectacles. “Who will help him keep the books if you should wed?”

      Samantha straightened in her seat by the vanity, her chin notching up. “No, if there is a gentleman there who wishes to wed me…” She glanced over at Sophie. “And he meets all of our fearless leader’s standards, of course. Then I shall do my part and marry well for the betterment of my family.”

      Sophie just barely held back a laugh at Samantha’s flair for the dramatic. Her sister meant it, and that made her heart ache. All three of her sisters would do anything to help each other and their brother, no matter the sacrifice.

      But it was up to her as the eldest, and she knew it well. “Hopefully it will not come to that, Samantha,” Sophie said. “From what our aunt has said in her letters, the situation ought to be well in hand. The Earl of Rushton will be in attendance, and she’s already spoken to him about his need for a wife.”

      “Is he truly that destitute?” Serena asked, her brows drawing together in concern for this gentleman none of them had met.

      “It appears so,” Sarah answered on her behalf. “Our aunt says he is most willing to make a good match with one of us.”

      “Does he care which one of us?” Serena asked with a laugh. “Or does it not matter which sister he ends up with just so long as she has a dowry?”

      Sophie arched her brows. “It’s rather difficult to judge this gentleman for looking for a match just as we are. He’s just as eager to wed, and that’s all that matters.”

      “And if he’s hideous?” Samantha asked quietly. “If he’s cruel or slovenly or⁠—”

      “Really, Samantha,” Sophie said with a laugh. “I hardly think our aunt would recommend him if he were any of those things.”

      Samantha shrugged, her eyes glinting with laughter as well. “She’s getting on in years, you know. She may very well have lost her senses.”

      This had Selena falling back against the pillows with a giggle as Sarah rolled her eyes with a grudging grin.

      Their Aunt Clara was actually their great-aunt, but no one could accuse her of losing her faculties. The older lady was still sharp as a whip and they all knew it.

      “I don’t believe he’s anything but a true gentleman,” Sophie said. “But if for some reason he falls short of our expectations, there should be no lack of suitors for us to consider.” She nodded meaningfully toward the list Sarah still held.

      “Ah yes, the list,” Serena teased.

      “Did they all accept the invitation?” Samantha asked.

      “All but one,” Sarah said, perusing the names they’d drawn up for their aunt to invite.

      “So everyone there will be an eligible man in search of a wife,” Selena said in a bland tone. “That sounds frightening.”

      “Like letting a bunch of foxes into the henhouse,” Samantha agreed.

      “I’d rather not think of us as prey in this scenario,” Sophie said with a wrinkle of her nose.

      “On the contrary, I’d say we’re the ones baiting the trap.” Sarah said this so seriously that the other three burst out laughing.

      Sophie’s laughter faded but her smile remained as she watched her sisters teasing each other about which gentleman on the list they’d prefer. These three ladies and her brother. They were why she was doing this. “I’d say we’re merely giving ourselves the best chance possible of a good match. There’s nothing wrong with that.”

      “No, indeed not.” Serena was still eyeing the list over Sarah’s shoulder. “Goodness. I recognize all these names. They’re the most sought-after gentlemen in London.”

      “Well, except for one,” Sarah pointed out.

      Samantha sat on Sarah’s other side to read the names. “Yes, what happened to the Duke of Barton? I thought he was meant to be the biggest catch of them all.”

      Sophie made an indelicate snorting sound that had her other sisters glancing up. She sometimes forgot that she was the only one with any real world experience outside of this country estate. Not that she’d ever met the scandalous duke—he’d been off touring the continent during her one season in London. But even she had heard the whispers of his debaucherous behavior. “His Grace might be the biggest catch, but he’s also a notorious rake.” She nodded toward the parchment. “Definitely not fit for this list.”

      Sophie ignored the knowing, sympathetic looks they cast her way.

      Yes, yes. She’d been the fool who’d fallen for a rake her first season. But that only meant she’d learned her lesson. She’d use her head rather than her heart at this house party. Falling for a rake, wasn’t a mistake she’d ever make again.

      “Aunt Clara didn’t invite the Duke of Barton or any other renowned rakes, or any man who’s known to have a gambling problem or a cruel temper,” Sarah explained to her sisters. “Aside from Aunt Clara’s close friends, the guest list is made up entirely of marriageable gentlemen.”

      “Except for Tobias’s friends,” Serena pointed out.

      Samantha laughed. “Perhaps someone should have told him the purpose of this party. Then surely he wouldn’t have invited his old school mates.”

      He wouldn’t have. Much as Tobias loved his old friends, not even he would want to see them married to one of his sisters.

      “We agreed that we wouldn’t tell Tobias about this plan to find a match. He wouldn’t approve,” Sophie said simply.

      They all nodded in agreement and understanding.

      While all four of them understood the way things stood, Tobias seemed intent on ignoring the fact that they ought to be married. He’d been avoiding the topic at every turn, insisting that there was no rush to make any changes.

      If it were up to him, his beloved sisters would stay in this house forever.

      Which was exactly why this party was so important.

      Sophie took a deep, steadying breath as she watched Sarah slip the list back into her reticule. If Tobias wasn’t able to take the appropriate steps to see them married and out of the house, then it was up to her to make the first overture.

      For Sophie, it was already decided—she wasn’t leaving this house party without a sure prospect.
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      Sophie and her sisters had visited their great-aunt’s country estate countless times, but she’d never once seen it like this.

      “So beautiful,” Samantha breathed beside her as they paused in the entrance to the ballroom where a chandelier flickered with candlelight overhead and music swelled from the quartet of musicians in the far corner.

      “Like something out of Midsummer Night’s Dream,” Serena added. “Only in winter.”

      Sophie nodded. It was all she could do. For all her determination upon arriving at this house party earlier today, nerves were getting the best of her now. Her aunt’s staff truly had outdone themselves to make this house party festive and elegant. Every surface was decorated for Christmastide, with holly and wreaths hung in every room.

      But with the sun down and the candles lit, Sarah was right. It felt like they were about to step onto the set of a theatrical performance. Which might have been a pleasant sensation if Sophie wasn’t so acutely aware of how much rested upon her performance.

      She straightened, grateful when Serena stepped forward on one side and Sarah and Samantha gathered close on the other. She could do this—for them.

      She had to.

      With that thought, she forced a small smile and all four entered the room at once, causing all the gentlemen in attendance to turn and stare.

      “Goodness, there are so many handsome men here,” Serena said in that teasing tone of hers. She was trying to put them all at ease, and Sophie supposed it was working because she felt laughter bubbling up inside of her as Serena continued with her brazen remarks under her breath. “If the Christmastide theme had failed, our aunt could have announced this to be the first annual eligible bachelor extravaganza.”

      “There are some women here,” Sophie murmured back, her tone defensive.

      This had been her idea, after all, and in the face of all those manly stares, it was starting to seem like a very bad one. How obvious was it that they were here looking for husbands? How much had their aunt told these gentlemen?

      “Do you suppose there’s such a thing as a dandy museum?” Sarah offered in that serious tone of hers, which made her jest that much more amusing.

      They happened to be passing two men with slicked back hair and clothing more brilliant in color than anything Sophie had ever worn.

      “If so, I do believe we’re in it,” Samantha said with a laugh.

      “Ah, there they are,” Aunt Clara called out.

      Tobias spotted them at the same time, and Sophie saw him make his excuses to his school chums. The tenseness of their entrance was shattered as her brother and aunt approached from opposite sides of the room.

      The men went back to their drinks and their conversations, and Sophie noticed with some relief that her aunt had, in fact, invited women as well.

      Older women, mainly. And married women, from what Sophie could tell. But at least this wasn’t an outwardly obvious mini marriage mart as she’d originally feared.

      “You ladies certainly know how to make an entrance,” Tobias said with a grin.

      “We try,” Serena teased with a toss of her dark locks.

      Sarah smiled. “You look well rested after our journey this morning, Toby.”

      Sarah was right. Just getting away from the estate and spending time with some of his friends seemed to have lifted the weight from his shoulders. For the first time in weeks, his smile seemed genuine and his posture relaxed.

      It was a relief to see, and it made Sophie more sure than ever that this plan was the right one. The best thing she and her sisters could do to help Tobias was to find good matches and ease his burden.

      With that thought, she took their aunt aside. “Has the earl arrived yet?”

      Aunt Clara’s eyes glittered with mischief and her silver coiffed hair bounced as she nodded eagerly. “Oh yes. He’s here and I’ve already had a word with him.” Aunt Clara’s deep wrinkles creased even more as she gave an exaggerated wink. “The engagement is as good as done. Assuming you approve of him, of course.”

      “I’m sure I will find him perfectly acceptable if you do.” Sophie’s smile felt wan and her stomach churned with nerves. “Now I suppose I just have to meet him.”

      “Oh yes, we’ll have to make an introduction as soon as possible.” Aunt Clara was looking around them eagerly. “I don’t think you’ll be disappointed, dear. The earl is handsome, tall, and kind as could be.”

      Sophie tried to widen her smile. “He sounds perfect.”

      He truly did. She and her aunt had done their research, and aside from the fact that he was desperate for a large dowry—which actually worked in her favor—the earl had a sterling reputation.

      That reputation would go a long way toward repairing her own tarnished name, and in return he’d receive the dowry he so desperately needed to restore his family’s estate.

      “Ah, there he is now,” her aunt said.

      Eagerness and terror warred within her as she bit her lip to keep from turning at once.

      “He and his friend are walking toward the far doors,” Aunt Clara continued.

      Sophie tried to cast a sidelong look and found several gentlemen roaming about in that direction. “Er, which one?”

      “The striking figure in black.”

      As if on cue, the crowds parted until there were only two men striding toward the far door.

      She spotted him right away. He was the only one wearing such a stark black coat, and it seemed to match the midnight shade of his hair. Striking. That was the first word that came to mind. Handsome was the second. Breathtakingly so.

      “Come. If we make haste we can intercept them in the hallway.” Her aunt set off with a quick clip, her shorter legs moving faster than anyone would expect from a woman her age, and her slim form sliding between clusters of partygoers as Sophie tried to follow in her wake.

      But while Sophie was taller than the older woman, she also had more width. Her curves and the fact that she did not wish to break into a run in the middle of the ballroom had her following at a more stately pace as she attempted to weave her way through the crowd without calling too much attention to herself.

      Aunt Clara was so petite that at some point, Sophie lost sight of her. But it was impossible to lose track of the earl in black. He stood a solid foot taller than his friend who wore a dark blue jacket and had longer hair several shades lighter.

      She saw them walking through a doorway and quickly followed in their wake. Surely Aunt Clara would reach them first, and she didn’t wish to keep the earl waiting. Just before they left the room, the earl turned back, and Sophie felt as though she’d been slammed in the chest by the force of his gaze.

      It fell on her instantly, as though he’d been seeking her out in the crowd just as she’d been tracking him. His eyes were dark and the look in them fierce, like he was the one on the hunt and not she.

      A predator. The phrase popped into her head as his gaze held hers captive. His jaw was square, his nose straight, and his brows thick. He looked like a king surveying his land, and she couldn’t look away.

      She came to a sudden stop, causing a servant to bump into her and very nearly toppling his tray.

      “Oh, I beg your pardon,” she murmured hastily.

      The interruption had broken that strange moment. The intensity of his dark gaze had been unnerving. The moment had been oddly intimate. Almost as though he’d recognized her like she’d recognized him.

      But then...of course he’d recognized her. He’d no doubt learned all about her from her aunt just as she’d learned about him.

      “Silly Sophie,” she muttered under her breath as she moved away from the servant, continuing in the direction the earl had gone at a more leisurely pace. Her heart was still pounding wildly, but she wasn’t about to lose her focus or her nerve.

      Her family needed her.

      She slid through the last of the crowd before rounding the corner into the hallway.

      “Looking for me?” The dark rumble in the darkness made her squeak as she whirled around.

      “Oh! It’s you.” Of all the foolish utterances to slip from her mouth, that was the silliest of them all.

      Of course it was him. She’d been following him, had she not? He took a step forward into the warm glow of a candlelight, and her breath left her in a rush of air.

      Goodness. He’d been striking in the ballroom, but here in the flickering shadows, he was like a hero from a gothic novel.

      A handsome hero. Her mouth went dry and her lips parted. A far more handsome hero than she’d been led to believe. Why had Aunt Clara not mentioned that he was strikingly attractive? Surely even at her age, her aunt had to be aware of the sort of impression he made on a woman.

      Sophie was suddenly and painfully aware of her own lack of beauty. She never really cared that she wasn’t as dazzlingly pretty as Samantha or Serena...until right this moment.

      Oh, she was not vile to look at, she supposed, but if her one and only hint of romance had taught her anything, it was that beauty and charisma were not what drew a man’s attention her way. Fortune and good connections were what would land her a husband. She’d long since understood that.

      His lips quirked up on one side as the silence between them lengthened. And that was when she fully realized⁠—

      They were alone.

      She glanced around them with a start. Where was Aunt Clara? And his friend he’d been walking with?

      “Were you seeking me out for a reason, Miss…?”

      “Sophie,” she said quickly. “Lady Sophie, my lord.”

      His eyes widened slightly. “Ah, so you are the famous Lady Sophie I’ve heard so much about.”

      Heat crept into her cheeks, and she was eternally grateful for the lack of light in this passageway. She knew her aunt had been corresponding with him about her and a potential match, of course, but she hadn’t expected him to address the topic quite so quickly nor with such directness.

      “Indeed, my lord. And I’ve heard much about you as well.”

      His eyes seemed to flash with dark laughter. “I’m sure you have.”

      She hadn’t thought her mouth could become any drier, but that odd comment sounded so...so...scandalous.

      But surely not. He wasn’t a scandal. The earl was known to be upright and proper. She cleared her throat. “Perhaps it would be best if we wait for my aunt to join us⁠—”

      “And where would be the fun in that?” he shot back. The curve of his lips was absolutely wicked.

      “I-I—” Oh drat. She couldn’t seem to form a coherent thought. She was too busy trying to understand how this upstanding earl could be so very different from what she’d expected. She swallowed and tried again. “That is, we haven’t been properly introduced.”
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Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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