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      Boom!

      Miss Camilla Fairbanks’s heart leapt into her throat at the explosive sound as all the birds in the trees behind her flew off with a whoosh. Her friend Sarah squeaked in the doorway of the great country estate she called home, her outstretched arm frozen in a gesture of welcome, making her look like a Greek statue blocking the entrance. Even the servants behind her who’d been bustling about to fetch Camilla’s trunks had ceased their activity in the face of the loud noise.

      “What was that?” Sarah’s eyes were wide with fear as she whipped around and headed down one of her home’s many corridors, Camilla right behind her.

      Camilla assumed her friend’s question was hypothetical, so she did not answer. It had been an explosion, of course. But she supposed Sarah already knew that. What her friend likely wished to know was what had caused it.

      Camilla was quite curious as well. They were racing through the hallways now, their skirts lifted so their slippered feet could run over the thick carpets that lined the halls. Sarah came to a halt in a doorway to the right so abruptly that Camilla ran into her, nearly knocking her auburn-haired friend sideways.

      They both stared at the sight before them. A very wet man stood in the middle of a room lined with barrels. Camilla’s lips parted in surprise as the smell of ale hit her nose with all the force of a punch.

      “Ash, what happened?” Sarah cried.

      The man standing in the middle of the room turned slowly, blinking in a dazed manner of one suffering from shock.

      Camilla knew the look well. It was the same look most gentlemen gave her when they struck up a conversation with her at a dinner party.

      When he’d turned to face them fully, Camilla had to clamp her mouth to hide her own astonishment as a dollop of foam slid down the man’s hair and onto his cheek before it fell down to his chin and, from there, to the floor.

      Sarah made another squeaking sound beside her, but this time it was not a sound of surprise; it was one of barely suppressed laughter now that it was clear her brother—for surely that was who this was—had not been injured. “Oh Ash, are you all right?”

      The poor doused man swiped at his face as he nodded, and Camilla had a moment to take him in from his russet-brown hair to his tall, lanky frame.

      Yes, there was no doubting the fact that he was Sarah’s brother, with that hair and—oh goodness, those eyes. Such a vivid blue. Startlingly blue. His gaze flicked in her direction, and she felt a distinct jolt as though his bright eyes held lightning in their depths. A ridiculous idea, of course. But between the hair and pointed chin, there was no denying a familial similarity there that she hadn’t noticed before.

      Though, in her defense, the only times she’d caught sight of the marquess before were when he’d arrived and departed Madame Bellafonte’s seminary to act as Sarah’s chaperone. The occasions she’d seen him had been few, brief, and from a distance.

      Also, on none of those occasions had he been dripping with beer and foam.

      “Oh dear.” Sarah was chuckling now as she moved toward her brother with a handkerchief in hand. He was looking down at himself as though taking stock of the damage, and he readily accepted the piece of cloth, though it was clear to everyone that this spill would require far more than just a square piece of linen. “Ash, what happened?”

      Camilla assumed her friend was asking another hypothetical question as it seemed rather obvious what had happened.

      Her brother shook his head, his brows drawing together in confusion. “No idea.”

      Or perhaps it was only obvious to Camilla what had happened. “Anaerobic fermentation yielded excessive carbonation,” she murmured.

      Two pairs of strikingly blue eyes swung in her direction. Ashburn’s direct gaze on her was no less startling with beer dripping from his lashes.

      “Pardon?” he said.

      And just like that, her mother’s parting words of warning from early this morning rang in her ears louder than any explosion. Particularly, rule number one. No big words.

      She looked from her friend’s expectant expression to Ashburn’s bewildered one as they waited for her to repeat herself. Was carbon dioxide considered a big word in this context? Perhaps. What about solubility?

      For a moment, she wished her mother was here to ask. She could ask Sarah, of course, but not without her brother hearing. That, she knew from past experience, would only lead to him staring at her as though she’d grown a second head. While the study of chemistry was not strictly forbidden for women—indeed, Jane Marcet's recently published Conversations on Chemistry was proof enough of that—her mother would be quick to note that the topic was still considered outside the realm of proper conversation for an unmarried young lady.

      Also, it was excessively difficult to describe a chemical reaction without using big words. And as that was the first of many rules she’d vowed to follow, she’d do best to avoid the topic altogether.

      But Sarah and her brother were still staring, still waiting for an explanation.

      She pursed her lips as she tried to think of simplistic terms with which to explain the fermentation process and the error that had led to this mishap. With an admittedly unhelpful flapping gesture of her hands, she enunciated slowly, “The yeast. It makes gas.” Her hands spread wide. “Goes boom.”

      Ashburn continued to stare at her. Sarah, it seemed, was trying not to laugh.

      At least, Camilla suspected that was what it meant when she pressed her lips together and snorted like that.

      The still-dripping Ashburn blinked a few times. “Pardon me, but who—” He glanced at his sister with arched brows. “Who is this?”

      Sarah straightened, her eyes widening. “Oh! Apologies. Ash, surely you remember my friend was set to arrive today.”

      Judging by his blank stare, he had not remembered.

      Sarah glanced between the two of them with an apologetic wince. “Ash, allow me to introduce you to my dear friend Miss Camilla Fairbanks, daughter of the Viscount of Hayden.” To Camilla, she added, “And this is my brother, Lord Ashburn.” She grinned. “About whom you’ve heard so much about.”

      Camilla smiled. “Indeed, I have.”

      Ash’s brows drew down, and his eyes narrowed. “Don’t believe a word she says about me. It’s all nasty lies.”

      “Oh no,” Camilla said quickly. “Sarah has only good things to say about you.”

      His smile was disarming. It brought with it crinkles about his eyes and creases about his mouth, and it made his already vivid eyes sparkle even more. In fact, his smile made the whole room feel brighter.

      Like the sun coming out from behind a cloud, it made her want to smile as well.

      Camilla frowned at the thought. First lightning in his eyes, and now his smile brought out the sun? Two ridiculous thoughts in so many minutes. What on earth was wrong with her?

      Perhaps it was the fumes.

      “He’s only teasing, Camilla,” Sarah said, laughing as she linked an arm through hers. “He does that a lot. You’ll get used to it.”

      “Mmm.” Camilla made a noncommittal noise. She’d never been terribly good with teasing. Not that she took it personally—she didn’t—she just wasn’t quick to understand that she was being teased until someone pointed it out.

      “Come, let’s get you settled into your rooms,” Sarah said, tugging on her arm. “And we’ll find someone to help clean this up on our way.”

      Ashburn was still smiling as Sarah started to pull her away, but Camilla turned back in alarm because… Well, because it was clear that this man did not realize what was happening here. “Wait,” she said, alarm clear in her voice. “You ought to uncork the rest of these barrels before they meet the same fate.”

      Brother and sister stared at her.

      “It could be dangerous if you don’t,” she added.

      “Do you know much about brewing, Camilla?” Sarah asked.

      “Oh. Well…” She lifted a shoulder in a shrug. “It’s a series of chemical processes⁠—”

      Sarah’s affectionate laughter cut her off, and her friend squeezed her arm. “So that’s a yes then.”

      Her friend was well aware of her passion for chemistry.

      Camilla nodded. “Yes.”

      Ashburn’s brows shot up as he and his sister exchanged a look that Camilla could not decipher. She never had been much good at interpreting such things.

      “Have you ever assisted in brewing?” Sarah asked. Her tone was mild, which made it all the more odd when her brother growled her name softly, as if in warning.

      “I have,” Camilla said. “My family’s cook brews her own ale, and she kindly taught me the basics when I was little.”

      “How little?” Ashburn asked.

      Camilla paused to think. “I was four years old, I believe.”

      “Four,” he repeated.

      Camilla could not interpret his tone, but Sarah’s laughter was easy enough to place. Sarah’s laughter never failed to put Camilla at ease. Where some girls at their boarding school laughed at her, Sarah and their friends Aubrey and Rose only ever laughed with affection.

      “See?” Sarah said, as though Camilla had made a valid point. “She’s been brewing beer since she was a babe. I’m sure she’d be delighted to give you some assistance.”

      “Sarah, how many times do I have to tell you that I do not need help.” His smile was gone now, and Camilla was sorry to see it go.

      “I don’t mind,” she offered. “In fact…” She studied the barrels along the wall, and her heart started to race the way it always did when faced with any sort of science experiment. Granted, this was not a complicated one, but it was science. Applicable, practical chemistry—her favorite kind. She turned back to Ashburn, her eyes wide with excitement. “I should very much like to be of assistance if it wouldn’t be too much bother.”

      There it was, a flicker of confusion in his eyes. That was very much in keeping with the sort of responses she typically got from gentlemen.

      She was used to being stared at like this, so there really was no reason for this sinking sensation. It wasn’t as though she was so very disappointed.

      “Say yes, Ash,” Sarah said. “We all know you could use help.”

      His flinch was so quick, one might not have caught it if one wasn’t watching carefully. But Camilla saw the pained expression before it was gone.

      She had no idea what it meant, but she saw it and wondered at the cause.

      She wondered even more when he smiled a little too quickly and far too brightly. Not like the sun coming out this time, because it didn’t quite reach his eyes. “Of course, I’d be grateful for any help you’d care to give,” he said. “Though I shouldn’t wish to keep you from enjoying your stay.”

      His smile grew more genuine, and a tension in Camilla’s chest eased along with his expression. “I know Sarah has plans to host a dinner party while you’re here and a masquerade ball in a few weeks’ time. I’m sure you’d rather help her with that than mess about with yeast and hops.”

      Camilla looked to Sarah to ascertain if he was serious.

      Sarah was pressing her lips together again, trying not to laugh. No doubt at the idea of Camilla opting to plan for a party. Camilla grinned at the thought, and with one shared look, she and Sarah both burst out laughing at the very idea.

      “What’s so funny?” Ashburn’s voice called out from behind them.

      Sarah ignored him so Camilla did as well. How did one explain to a marquess that planning parties was tedious and boring while the chemical reaction of yeast fermenting was, well…fascinating? When they reached the door, Sarah leaned in close. “Don’t worry, dear. He’ll get to know you soon enough, and then he won’t say such silly things.”
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      Hours later, Ashburn awaited his sister and her guest in the small salon that adjoined the dining room. Ever since they were children, it had been the family’s habit to gather here first before being called in for dinner.

      It was a tradition he and Sarah continued to uphold when she was home, even though it was now down to just the two of them.

      Well, the two of them and her friend. A smile tugged at his lips at the thought of her. Miss Camilla. A strange creature, to be certain—though he couldn’t imagine she thought so very well of him considering the state in which she’d first found him.

      “Ah! Dry and clean, big brother,” Sarah called out as she swept into the room behind him. “Just as a marquess ought to be.”

      He laughed at her jest as she rushed over to give him a peck on the cheek. “So, what did you think of her?”

      Her, he knew, meant Miss Camilla. “Your friend seemed lovely.”

      “Yes, she is quite the beauty, isn’t she?”

      “Mmm.” That was clearly the understatement of a lifetime. Miss Camilla Fairbanks was the most beautiful young lady Ash had ever seen. Odd, of course. But sweet, judging by the soft kindness in her smile when she’d laughed with his sister. “What’s wrong with her?”

      “Ash!” Sarah swatted his arm. “What a horrid thing to say.”

      He shrugged, unrepentant. There’d never been the need for prevarications between him and his siblings. Having lost their mother when they were small children and their father not long after that, it had always been just the three of them—now just the two of them—and they’d been all the closer for it.

      “Come on,” he said, nudging her arm with his elbow. “You know what I mean.”

      “Oh yes, I know.” She feigned irritation, but his kindhearted sister couldn’t hold on to it for long. “Obviously, there must be something horribly wrong for her to end up at Madame Bellafonte’s.”

      He laughed at her teasing. After their brother passed, Sarah had asked to attend the renowned finishing school in Mayfair. She’d claimed it was because without a mother she lacked the proper feminine guidance.

      He guessed his sister had merely wanted to make his life easier, knowing full well that he’d been ill-equipped to take on all the new responsibilities that came with the title as well as those that came with helping a young lady make her debut into good society.

      He’d made the now infamous mistake of telling her she didn’t have to do that, as only girls with some sort of irredeemable problems were sent to that school, not perfectly lovely, eligible, and refined ladies like Sarah.

      He’d said it once. One time. And in the midst of a much broader conversation. But he knew for certain he’d never hear the end of it. “Admit it. I’ll be on my deathbed and you’ll still be throwing that in my face.”

      Her smile was completely unapologetic. “It was a ridiculous thing to say.”

      “Yes, yes. And I’ve apologized.” His mind was already scurrying back to Miss Camilla. He hadn’t actually stopped thinking about her since that fated foam-covered moment he’d set eyes on her. All big blue eyes and long, flowing blonde curls. Delicate features and high cheekbones. She was the epitome of an English rose. A perfect doll come to life.

      Besides that, her father was a viscount and as wealthy as Midas, if rumor was to be believed. All of which led him to repeat himself. “But honestly, Sarah, what is wrong with her?”

      Sarah’s lips twitched with mirth, and he knew she wanted to give him a hard time again for being so callous. But she couldn’t pretend not to understand him. “There’s nothing wrong with her.”

      “Then why is she at Madame Bellafonte’s? She has the connections, the dowry, the face of an angel⁠—”

      “An angel?” his sister interjected with a grin. “Oh my.”

      He glanced toward the door where the lady in question would be arriving at any moment. “Do be serious, Sarah. What is the matter with her?”

      Sarah’s brows came down. Still not enamored with that question, clearly.

      He tried a different tack. “Sarah, I’m not trying to be rude. But honestly…” He threw his hands out wide. “She’s not on the list, and there must be a reason why.”

      Sarah’s head fell back with a groan. “Not the list again.”

      “You must admit, our brother was nothing if not thorough. So if she was not on the list⁠—”

      “It’s about time you burn that blasted list,” she said with a huff. “You can’t be expected to follow Malcolm in his every whim⁠—”

      “Choosing a marchioness is hardly a whim, Sarah.”

      They stared at one another for a long moment. They’d been over this before. Many times, in fact. Their stare seemed to be an unspoken acknowledgement that neither of them wished to repeat the same argument for the twentieth time.

      Ash normally prided himself on winning every staring contest—it was admittedly a much more bragworthy skill when they were children. But his concentration was broken yet again by an image of a gloriously beautiful blonde, and his curiosity would not be denied. “Why isn’t she on the list, Sarah?”

      She sighed loudly in exasperation.

      Their brother Malcolm had created the list of potential brides shortly before he’d died. Ever the organized and methodical one, Malcolm had been frighteningly thorough in his research and analysis of every eligible young woman he’d deemed worthy of a place on the list of candidates.

      To be eligible and not on the list meant…well, it meant there had to be something wrong with her.

      “Is it her health?” he asked in a quiet voice, concern flooding him as his imagination ran amuck with thoughts of her pale and bedridden.

      “What?” Sarah’s brow furrowed. “No. Camilla is in perfect health.”

      “Good.” His brow furrowed as well when he tried to imagine why his brother had left her off the list. He lowered his voice to a whisper. “Was she involved in some sort of scandal?”

      “No! Really, Ash, what is wrong with you?”

      “I’m just curious, that’s all.” He widened his eyes. “I won’t judge her for it.”

      “For what?” Sarah asked, her expression torn somewhere between exasperation and amusement.

      “Whatever it is that’s wrong with her.” He snapped his fingers. “It’s her dancing skills, isn’t it?”

      “What? No, her dancing⁠—”

      “Does she have whiskers that I could not see from a distance? Or perhaps her hair is really a wig. That would explain why it was so very⁠—”

      “Ash, there is nothing wrong with my friend.” She jabbed a finger into his chest. “But there is clearly something very wrong with you.”

      He grinned. “You know I’m teasing.” He dropped his voice again. “But I am curious that Malcolm would leave off the list a girl with such a pretty face and⁠—”

      “Yes, well, it’s not her face that’s the issue,” Sarah snapped.

      Ash froze, afraid to say a word lest his sister recall that she was supposed to be swearing up and down that there was nothing at all wrong with her dear friend.

      Sarah rolled her eyes. “It’s obviously not her looks. She’s absurdly pretty, as you can clearly see. The problem is…” She winced. “Well, when she opens her mouth.”

      “Ah. I see.” And just like that, all the pieces clicked into place. Her words came back to him. Makes gas. Goes boom. He winced, his voice softening with concern. “She’s a simpleton then, is she?”

      Sarah stared at him with wide eyes. And then all at once, she burst out laughing so hard she doubled over with it, wheezing in a way that was entirely inappropriate for a young lady.

      Or would be if she were with anyone but him.

      As it was, he joined in, laughing nearly as hard as she was because her laughter was contagious like that.

      “No, you fool,” she finally said through tears of laughter. “She’s smarter than anyone I’ve ever met. Including you. And me.” She shook her head as her laughter died down. “Honestly, she might be smarter than everyone I know combined.”

      His laughter trailed off into stunned silence. “But… That is… She’d sounded rather…” He winced as he scratched the back of his head, searching for a nice way to put it. “Goes boom?”

      His sister snickered with obvious delight. “Oh that. I suspect that was the poor dear’s attempt to follow her mother’s rules. You are, after all, a gentleman.”

      His sister eyed him in such a way that it was instantly clear she had her doubts about his status.

      Truth be told, he did too.

      He hadn’t been meant for this role. Even a year after he’d inherited the title, he still felt like a fraud. Every day he found himself wishing Malcolm were here to answer his questions and give him guidance.

      Which was silly. Because if Malcolm were here, Ash wouldn’t have needed his help. Malcolm would be handling matters with the same determination and levelheaded intelligence with which he’d run his life and theirs.

      A born leader, Malcolm had known instinctively how this place and all of their other properties should be run. How to manage people and govern tenants and what position to take on every political issue.

      Ash truly ought to have been paying more attention.

      But as a vision in pale green silk appeared in the doorway of the salon, all thoughts of his brother and his duties and even the notorious list disappeared.

      His brain stopped functioning entirely for a moment there.

      “Camilla, there you are,” Sarah said, rushing toward her friend with a bright smile. “We were just talking about you.”

      Camilla’s answering smile had his heart tripping over itself. Sweet heavens. Someone really ought to shout out a warning before she wielded that smile. “Lord Ashburn, how pleasant you look when you are dry.”

      Sarah tipped back her head with a laugh. But Ashburn, well, he was smitten. He wasn’t certain there was another term for it. Whether it was the smile or the very odd compliment, he could not entirely say. But what had started as a curiosity and perhaps a bit of an infatuation after their initial meeting, now very abruptly entered into a new realm altogether.

      For the first time in his life, Ash found himself tongue-tied.

      Sarah, fortunately, came to his aid. “He does clean up nicely, doesn’t he? Though, I must admit, I shall forever treasure the memory of a soaked and startled Ashburn.”

      Ash heaved a loud sigh, feigning irritation. “Laughing at my pain again, hmm? What a shockingly callous sister I have.”

      Sarah laughed, but he saw Camilla hesitate, her gaze flicking from his eyes to his lips and back again before she gave in to the urge to laugh as well.

      Something tight and terrifying deep in his chest gave way to a flicker of joy at the sound of it. A surge of triumph shot through him that he’d made her laugh.

      Sarah linked arms with her friend and drew her deeper into the room, close enough that he could see her clearly in the candlelight. “I was just telling my brother about your mother’s rules.”

      She was close enough now that he could see her startle as she shot Sarah a sidelong glance.

      Sarah patted her arm. “Don’t fret, dear. Ash would never pass judgment. If the two of you are to work together, you would both do well to get to know one another better.”

      Work together. Ash stiffened at the reminder. He had no problem with a woman being smarter than him nor working alongside him. But this brewery business had been his brother’s idea, his pet project. For months now, Sarah had been urging him to hire someone else to take it over, but Ash had meant to see it through on Malcolm’s behalf. And he’d meant to do it on his own.

      He flinched at the memory of the exploding barrel.

      Yes, just look how well that turned out. He could all but hear his brother’s low wry tone and the reminder that he’d never truly hear it again…it cut like a knife.

      Curse it. He missed his brother so much it hurt at times. Right now was one of those moments.

      A servant entered to announce that dinner was ready. By the time he’d followed his sister and her friend into the dining room, he’d recovered from the wave of grief. Enough that he could hold up his end of the conversation, at least.

      And an entertaining conversation it turned out to be.

      He always enjoyed Sarah’s visits, and he got to London as often as he was able to see her while she was at school. But having Camilla in their home brought in a whole new light.

      New life.

      Every word out of her mouth was remarkably…odd. Not in a bad way, just in an unexpected way. Like how a question about her travels somehow ended in a most curious story about the current theory on the domestication of horses. With wide, curious eyes, she’d asked for his opinion on the matter.

      This was a first for him. He wasn’t a dullard by any means, but he wasn’t certain anyone had ever looked to him for a particular insight on any topic, least of all archaeology. Or horses. He didn’t have much to add to the conversation, but what he didn’t know he vowed to investigate that he might report back.

      He said as much, and her smile at that answer made him feel rather like a Greek hero. Her smile was so heady he was nearly certain he ought to be immortalized in epic poems for his quest for knowledge.

      It wasn’t all so serious, of course. He was equally entertained listening to her and Sarah go on about their friends from school. The newly wedded Duchess of Amesbury he was well acquainted with, but he discovered much about their other friend Rose and found himself insisting that she come to visit as well.

      By the time dinner was coming to an end, Ash was well and truly charmed by their odd and beautiful guest to the point where he barely even flinched at the reminder that she was to help him with the project that was meant to be his alone.

      “How shall we start?” Her eyes were filled with such eager anticipation, only a cad could have told her he did not wish for her help. And only a fool would claim he did not need it.

      If today’s incident had told them anything, it was that he needed help. Quite badly.

      “Well, my brother left some notebooks about his plans to build a brewery on the grounds,” he said. “He was hoping to make better use of the hops our farmers grow and hopefully provide employment opportunities for our tenants as well.”

      She nodded thoughtfully. “How far did he get with these plans?”

      Ash winced. “That’s the problem, you see. His death was so very unexpected that it’s been difficult to pick up the pieces and know all that he’d had in mind.”
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