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      Lady Sarah Maxwell drew in a sharp breath of cold air that seared her lungs. She hadn’t meant to breathe in quite so deeply but she’d found herself doing so anyway. Her brother didn’t seem to notice as he continued on with his mildly infuriating story. 

      “And then Lord Spalding raised his glass and toasted the entire tavern. Even after the ruckus he’d started. Can you believe it?” Tobias chuckled as they continued on toward the line of carriages headed to the village for an outing. 

      “From him? Of course, I can,” Sarah muttered as she tried to keep from coughing thanks to the freezing air. 

      They were attending their aunt’s Christmastide house party, a gathering meant for a specific purpose, to help at least one Maxwell sister find a husband.

      A feat her sister Sophie had already accomplished. Thank the stars.

      It wasn’t that Sarah didn’t want to marry... 

      All right. Perhaps she didn’t really wish to marry. But if she did, it would be to a man who admired her less-conventional qualities rather than one who attempted to suppress them. 

      Qualities her family had accepted about her but the rest of the world had not. Lord Spalding might have been a new acquaintance, but he was proving to be the worst of her tormentors. Ever since they’d been introduced at this house party, he’d gone out of his way to point out her flaws.

      “Don’t be like that, Sarah.” Tobias turned toward her, his deep baritone filling the thin air around them. 

      Her answer was the crunch of snow under her boots. They’d been over this before. Many times. Lord Spalding was Tobias’s less savory friend. A fact that Tobias seemed to delight in, but Sarah, as the manager of the family’s finances, was less thrilled with. 

      At her silence, her brother sighed. “Sarah-Beara, why am I getting the silent treatment?”

      She winced at his use of her childhood nickname, stopping in the snow to look up at him. “I’m not giving you the silent treatment,” she said softly, her mouth pulling into a frown. Or she wasn’t trying to. Her brother had been through a difficult year. With the death of their parents, he’d taken over the earldom and become guardian for all four of his younger sisters. 

      Which was why she and her sisters had concocted this house party in the first place. Tobias needed help. And with Sophie marrying a duke, he’d get that help.

      But it would also be a great aid to the earldom if he’d stop associating with the likes of Lord Spalding. 

      “You are. You’ve hardly said a word since we left the house.” Tobias raised his brows meaningfully as he started them toward the carriages again. He wasn’t coming into town with her, just walking her out after a morning spent working together. 

      Well, she’d worked. Totaling large columns and making certain their profits were growing, as Tobias discussed various improvements to their properties. 

      It was an arrangement she was very happy with. She loved numbers and columns of figures. Loved the smell of fresh paper and the satisfaction of adding them up and cross-checking her work to find she’d done it correctly. 

      There was nothing better. 

      “It’s just that I’ve noted some strange withdrawals,” she started, giving her brother a sidelong glance. She’d asked before. But he’d been evasive, which was very unlike him. 

      “Sarah,” his voice developed a tense edge that he never used when speaking with her. “I’ve told you. They’re nothing. Truly.”

      She pursed her lips. “Sums that large are not nothing.” 

      He let out a long breath, the air in front of his face turning white with the heat of his breath. “I’m not at liberty to tell you more. At least for now.”

      She shook her head. They normally shared everything. Everything. She loved her sisters dearly, but Sarah and Tobias... They’d been more than just siblings. They’d always been the best of friends. 

      She thought of Spalding again. Her brother had always had male friends and Sarah didn’t begrudge him that. But sincerely, every time he was with Lord Spalding, large sums of money went missing. 

      It made her scared. 

      And coupled with Spalding’s erratic behavior at this house party—drinking, carousing, mayhem—she was absolutely certain the viscount was leading her brother astray. “But we never keep secrets from one another.”

      His brows lifted as he gave her a meaningful stare. “Never?”

      Her breath caught and then she caught her bottom lip between her teeth. Because the truth was she had kept a secret from him recently. “Well...”

      He stopped again. “Really, Sarah. How could I not know?”

      Her mouth opened and closed as she attempted to formulate an answer. Guilt made her stomach twist into knots. Was he referring to their plans to find husbands at this house party? Had she kept anything else from him? Were they actually discussing what she thought they were discussing? “Not know what?”

      Sarah’s heart began to pound in her chest. How much did he know? Because their aunt had asked every highly eligible gentleman to this house with the express purpose of at least one of the Maxwell sisters making a match. But they hadn’t told Tobias because…

      Well, because they wished to protect him from the weight of responsibility. But if he’d known what they’d been up to, he would have never allowed it. He would have put a stop to their plans, which was why they’d kept it secret.

      He’d thwarted their every attempt to help him in the year since their father’s passing, saying that he was able to take care of them himself. 

      He’d never accepted their help in the past—with the exception of allowing Sarah to keep the books. It benefited them both. So, she and her sisters had kept it a secret, a fact which Sarah knew would make it all the more painful for him if he were to discover they’d gone behind his back.

      “You know very well what I’m talking about. You and—” But Tobias stopped as the first carriage in the line began to pull away, the reins snapping as the horses neighed, stamped, and started to move. 

      Rushing forward, they made their way toward the only carriage with the door still ajar. Sarah wasn’t eager to head to town in this frigid weather and with so much still unresolved with Tobias. But, she needed a new accounting book, having filled her current one. 

      “Do you want me to come with you?” Tobias asked as they finally reached the carriage, both of them a bit out of breath. 

      She shook her head. “No, that’s all right. Aunt Clara is in attendance.” She squeezed his arm. “We’ll finish this discussion tonight.”

      He gave a quick nod. “All right.” Then he handed her into the vehicle. “And Sarah. Try to enjoy your outing. You deserve to have some fun after toiling over those ledgers all morning.”

      She stopped, her feet in the carriage but her head still out. It was a phrase he repeated to her often. All her siblings accused her of not having enough fun. Which was ridiculous. What was fun anyway but a lack of responsibility? A delay of the inevitable? “I have plenty of fun.”

      Tobias rolled his eyes and then smiled at her, his gaze dancing with amusement. “Buying new ledgers does not count as fun.”

      She huffed as she heard the carriage in front of hers begin to move and she ducked into the vehicle. Tobias snapped the door closed behind her. The forward-facing seat was occupied by a couple, their heads bent tightly together. Turning toward the rear-facing seat, she stopped in midstep.

      One man sat on the left side of the bench, the spot next to him open. But she didn’t move. 

      Because the man was the Viscount Spalding and he looked about as happy to see her as she did him. 

      Which was to say, not happy at all. 

      Her gaze narrowed as her tongue clucked against the top of her mouth. “You.”

      “You,” he replied with a grimace. But where her admittedly rude “you” was a comment, his was an accusation.

      “Me?” she shot back. What on earth did he mean by that?

      “Yes, you,” he replied, sitting straighter. He opened his mouth as if he were going to say more when the carriage lurched forward. 

      She was still standing, well, hunching really, and her position did not allow her to shift as the carriage moved, sending her rocking backward. 

      For a wild moment, she thought she might land in the lap of the couple behind her but with quick reflexes, Lord Spalding grabbed her waist and hauled her toward the empty spot on the bench. 

      They’d never touched before. But as his hands circled her waist, a sensation like lightning flashed through her. 

      His hands were gone as quickly as they’d grabbed her, her breath coming out in short gasps as she found herself suddenly seated next to him. Surely she hadn’t reacted to his touch, she’d only been frightened by her sudden change in position. Her heart hammered in her chest as she covered her heart with her hand. As she looked over at his hard, strong jaw and the flex of his broad shoulders, she had a moment to wonder what had just happened. His chocolate brown hair brushed back from his forehead in large waves, highlighting his aristocratically handsome features. 

      “For such a smart woman, you’d think it would have occurred to you to sit,” he chastised from next to her. 

      And just like that, her wonderings were gone. Disappearing like the vapor of breath in the cold air. Had she thought he might have caused her speeding heartbeat? “For a viscount, your manners are truly deplorable,” she returned. “A gentleman would inquire after my health and then assure me it had been no trouble to assist me.”

      He looked at her with a single arched brow. “You’re going to educate me on how a gentleman should behave?”

      She lifted one shoulder. “I don’t make a habit of it, but when a man needs educating as much as you…”

      “Fascinating.” His lips hitched up on one side. “I’ve never met a woman who considered herself such an expert on literally every subject.”

      His words stung and she dipped her head. It wasn’t the first time he’d called her out on being a bluestocking. In fact, he did so regularly. Oh, he always smiled as he mocked her. Always made it seem as if he were merely teasing. But his words cut, and his laughter only made the sting that much more lasting. 

      It was as if he knew it was her sorest spot. Even now, her chest throbbed painfully at his words. “Not every subject. Only a few. And it’s hardly my fault that you can’t behave with even basic decency.”

      His chin snapped up, his eyes flashing with surprise. “That is…” He swallowed, turning toward the window. “A fair point. My apologies.”

      Sarah blinked. Had he just apologized? How odd. Still, all apologies aside, she didn’t like him or his influence on Tobias and, just as clear, he didn’t care for her either. 

      All facts worth repeating to herself because his unexpected apology left a niggle of guilt in her belly. He seemed able to effortlessly goad her into saying the strangest things. Like her comments about his manners just now. Why had she said that? 

      Just because he was rude and crass didn’t mean she ought to be as well.

      On the other side of the carriage, the couple they rode with gave a giggle, and Sarah’s gaze slid to them, expecting to find them laughing together, their heads still bent in private conversation. But as she looked over at them, both of them stared directly back at Sarah. 

      She started as the woman leaned forward. “What a beautiful day.”

      Sarah’s brows lifted. She supposed the weather had warmed a bit since she and Tobias had stepped outside, but overall it was cold and grey. “Lovely.”

      “Good day to start the rest of your life,” the man added, his hand sliding into the woman’s. And then they bent their heads together again. 

      “What do you think they meant by that?” she asked in a whisper, mostly to herself. 

      But Lord Spalding answered anyway, his voice tainted with a bitterness she’d never heard before and she didn’t understand. “Who knows? People don’t talk rationally when they’ve gone and done something as foolish as falling in love.”

      She blinked, studying Lord Spalding with even more care than usual. He often needled her, but normally he was a jovial fellow. Likely why Tobias liked him. But today there was a bitterness to his tone and his wry smile didn’t quite reach his eyes.

      “Lord Spalding. Is everything all right?” She leaned forward, studying his face in the dim light of the carriage. 

      He looked over at her, his frown as evident as the deep line creasing his forehead. “I…” he started, and that’s when she caught it. The scent of whisky on his breath.

      She leaned away suddenly, realizing the genesis of his irritating behavior. He was drunk. Already.

      He straightened too. The lines in his face growing even deeper. “I’m fine.”

      Sarah straightened, facing forward and adjusting her skirts over her knees and ankles. It wasn’t her business. And if she had her way, it wouldn’t be Tobias’s either. Lord Spalding was no good and today only confirmed what she already knew. The man was trouble.

      “It looks like snow,” the man across from them said as he peered out the window. 

      “It just snowed,” his wife answered, her hand resting against his chest. “You really think it might do so again?”

      “It might,” the man responded, craning his neck for a better view of the sky.

      The woman smiled. “How delightful. Even more opportunities for snowmen and sleigh rides, and other diverting activities. Don’t you think another snowstorm would be welcome, Lord Spalding?”

      Spalding looked across at them, giving them his usual rakish grin. “I can’t imagine Lady Winterbourne’s house party could grow any more entertaining than it’s already been.”

      The woman giggled, returning his smile. “Very true. What a lovely party it’s been.” Then she gave Sarah the tiniest wink. “But somehow I predict it will be even better before too long.”

      Sarah shook her head in confusion. Better than this? She was stuck in a carriage with her least favorite person in all of England. She supposed it couldn’t get much worse. “You’re likely right,” she said with an answering smile. 

      Besides, they’d reach the village soon enough and then she and Lord Spalding could part ways. That would surely make her day better. 

      And when she returned home, she’d finish her conversation with Tobias. That would make her feel better too. 

      Could she ever convince him of what she herself knew? Of all his friends, Spalding was the absolute worst.

      With any luck she could. 

      And that truly would make this house party a success as far as Sarah was concerned.
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      The insistent throbbing in Jake’s temple seemed to beat in time with the carriage’s rattle. 

      He closed his eyes to ease the pain but that only made his stomach roil in rebellion as they made the final turn that would take them into town.

      Blast. 

      He’d known from the start that the only way he’d survive Lady Winterbourne’s cursed house party was to stay well and truly in his cups, but perhaps he’d taken it a bit too far last night.

      And perhaps the night before that.

      He opened his eyes as his stomach heaved again, though this time he wasn’t certain if it was caused by the carriage’s rocking or the sight before him. The newly married Lord Archibald and his wife were smiling at one another as though they were in their cups. 

      They might as well have been. 

      Lovesick fools.

      He turned his head to look away, and found himself facing Lady Sarah’s narrowed eyes and pursed lips. It was the same glare he received every time she looked his way, and the judgment in it made his skin prickle and burn.

      He turned back toward Lord and Lady Archibald with a sigh. They were snuggling now, with Lord Archibald whispering sweet nothings in his lady’s ear.

      Blast it all, Jake was trapped between treacly sentiment and Lady Sarah’s harsh glare. This already dreaded outing had proven even more torturous than he’d expected—and he hadn’t even arrived at the solicitor’s office yet.

      His head fell back with a thud, misery and dread pooling in his stomach.

      This carriage was Hades’ chariot careening toward the underworld. 

      The vehicle hit a rut in the road that sent them all bouncing. He couldn’t stop the groan as his stomach dipped and weaved in response, and he swallowed hard as the contents of his breakfast rebelled, threatening to return from whence they came.

      “Lord Spalding, would you like me to ask the driver to stop for a moment?” Lady Sarah’s voice was startlingly close.

      His eyes snapped open and he turned his head to see her big blue eyes blinking at him from behind her spectacles. Her lips were pinched as she studied him in clear concern that still held judgment—but also a shocking flicker of concern. 

      “You appear unwell,” she said. 

      Unwell. An inexplicable urge to laugh rose up in him at that. He’d thought he’d been in a low place before, but clearly he was worse off than he’d thought if Lady Sarah was taking pity on him.

      She blinked, her gaze so very serious.

      So serious it made his lips twitch upward in turn. He couldn’t help it. She had that effect on him. The more serious she became, the more he wanted to laugh...and tease a laugh out of her in turn. 

      “Is that your polite way of asking whether I’m about to be sick all over your pretty gown?” He eyed the simple pale blue frock. 

      The concern in her eyes morphed to irritation faster than he could blink. “What’s wrong with my gown?”

      “What’s wrong—” He started to repeat her words in confusion but gave up with a sharp sigh of exasperation. 

      He should have known better. It had been this way from the start with Tobias’s sister. He couldn’t so much as utter a word without her assuming the worst of him.

      Perhaps she was friends with his mother. If not, she ought to be as they shared so much in common.

      Lady Sarah straightened beside him, her lips pinched at the corners in clear disdain. “I was merely trying to help.”

      He just barely bit back another groan. Honestly, what had he ever done to Tobias’s sister that she felt compelled to harp at him at every turn? 

      He winced as several hazy, drunken memories flooded his mind at once.

      All right, perhaps he’d gone a bit too far with his teasing from time to time. But in his defense, she made teasing much too easy and far too fun. 

      Still, she’d been unexpectedly kind by offering her assistance just now. 

      She glanced away from him quickly, but not before he caught a flicker of hurt in her startlingly blue eyes. His already-unhappy gut twisted with guilt.

      “Lady Sarah, I meant no offense. Your gown is pretty. Truly.” When she didn’t respond, he added, “It complements your eyes.”

      This had her head whipping back in his direction, those pretty eyes flaring wide with...anger?

      Blast it all. What had he done now?

      “Lord Spalding,” she said, her voice clipped and cold. “I understand that you are not feeling your best at the moment.” She sniffed haughtily, her nose wrinkling up in a manner that was at once adorable and exasperating. “But if that telltale scent is any indication, your current state was brought upon by you alone. I’d ask you not to take your misery out on me.”

      “What the...what?” His brows drew together in confusion. What was she on about now?

      Certainly the dig about his drunken state the night before hadn’t been subtle, nor off the mark—but how was he meant to be taking his misery out on her? All he’d said was that her gown complemented her eyes.

      Her eyes. He flinched as another not-so-clear memory surfaced. He’d been fascinated with her eyes the first time he’d met her. So big. So blue. So...honest. And those spectacles only brought more attention to them, making them appear even bigger, almost…

      Owlish.

      That was the word he’d chosen. 

      He winced. Not exactly the most flattering comparison he could have offered, now was it? He cleared his throat, his mind searching for a polite way to untangle that drunken snafu.

      His mind came up empty. There truly was no eloquent way to say, so sorry I compared you to a nocturnal bird of prey.

      Perhaps if he conjured a particularly delightful compliment...

      He eyed her profile—the way her chin was notched up, so proud and stubborn. The cute, pert little nose that was so at odds with the stern set of her lips and the fearsome expression she was wont to wear whenever he was near.

      It seemed he got a little carried away studying her, and had allowed his gaze to linger too long, because a moment later she turned that adorable little button nose in his direction and stared down it. 

      Looking down her nose at him was an admirable feat considering he towered over her. 

      “Is there a reason you are staring, my lord?” she asked, her expression so serious.

      So, so serious.

      His lips twitched in response. He couldn’t help it. “Just curious what brings you into town today,” he lied. 
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