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      For my husband, who would never behave so poorly.

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: ]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CAST OF CHARACTERS

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        James Wallingford, Lord Andrepont, viscount, cousin to Lydia and Agnes

        Lady Andrepont, viscountess, mother of Lord Andrepont, sister to Lady Lorian

        Lord Andrepont (deceased), father of the current viscount, husband to Lady Andrepont.

        Lady Lydia/Mrs. Arthur, eldest daughter of Lady Lorian, first cousin of James, married to John Arthur.

        Lady Agnes Somerset, youngest daughter of Lady Lorian, first cousin of James, widowed, lives with romantic partner, Jack Townsend

        Jack Townsend/Jack About Town, a finder of lost things, romantic partner of Lady Agnes

        Margaret Miller, half-sister to James Wallingford, daughter of the deceased Lord Andrepont and a maid. Taken in by Lady Andrepont, married to Lord Elshire.

        Lord Elshire, earl, married to Margaret Miller, half-sister to James Wallingford, cousin by marriage to Ladies Lydia and Agnes

         

        Mr. John Arthur/Corinthian John, a prizefighter who has become a successful stockbroker. Continues to box for the joy of the sweet science. Husband to Lady Lydia, father of her child. Friend of Andrepont and Bess Abbott.

        Miss Pearl Arthur, younger sister of John Arthur, lives with John and Lydia, had previously boarded at Mrs. Tyler’s Boardingschool for Ladies.

        Miss Mathilda Perry, friend of Pearl, boards at Mrs. Tyler’s Boardingschool for Ladies.

        Mrs. Tyler, owner and chaperone for Mrs. Tyler’s Boardingschool for Ladies.

        Bess Abbott, a female prizefighter, acknowledged to be the best in London, John Arthur’s best friend.

        Os Worley, blacksmith, and Bess Abbott’s husband.

        Mrs. Coldcroft, one of the women whom Pearl stayed with as a child.

         

        Henry Parks, Lord Kinsley, marquis, good friend of Andrepont and Jack About Town. Married to Rose, Lady Kinsley

        Rose Parks, Lady Kinsley, marquess, married to Henry. Has had an affair with James, Lord Andrepont, which her husband approved.

        Lady Haglund, a baroness, friend of the dowager Lady Andrepont, thrower of parties. Her husband belongs to the same club as James.

        Lady Teeton, countess, new friend of Pearl’s, politically active and motivated.

        Lord Teeton, earl, politically active, not known for having a brilliant mind.

        Mr. and Mrs. Aguilar, friends of Lady Teeton, wealthy, ethnically Spanish

        Mr. and Mrs. Shumaker, friends of Lady Teeton, wealthy, ethnically German

        Freddy, school friend of Andrepont, now inherited a Scottish earldom

         

        Mrs. Foraker, the longtime housekeeper at the Andrepont home.

        Mr. Barton, the longtime butler for the Andrepont home.

        Lily, lady’s maid to Pearl

        Philip, valet to James

        Smithy, driver at the Andrepont home

         

        Mr. Parsons, butler at the Arthur residence

        Roger, footman at the Arthur residence

        Vasily, driver and friend to Lord Lorian from their war days.
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      LONDON, 1819

      Lord Andrepont strode into the drawing room as if he were a ship being tossed ashore in a storm. His dark hair—never in careful arrangement—was ruffled, like he’d spent the morning running his hands through it. In contrast, his clothes were neatly pressed, as if he hadn’t sat since donning them. His demeanor, the way he strode to the chair without awaiting his cousin Lydia’s welcome, signaled to Pearl that something was amiss. And if Pearl knew anything, she knew that a man unmoored was dangerous.

      Lydia, the mistress of the house and Pearl’s sister-in-law, smoothed over Andrepont’s rudeness and rose to her feet. She echoed the refined air of the room’s décor, dark and foreboding, but edged in gold. “I suppose I shall ring for refreshments, then.”

      Pearl studied her darning instead of the man who was sprawled in a chair four feet away from her. He seemed like the Thames on a foggy day, thick, poisoned, and putrid. It made her want to scoot to the far end of the settee. Before she could so much as twitch, he turned his startling green eyes on her.

      “My dear Miss Arthur, I apologize for not greeting you. How do you do?” Andrepont straightened for a moment, baring his teeth in approximation of a smile, mimicking the manners—if not the intent—of his class.

      Pearl sat frozen under his gaze. Blimey, he was handsome. It was unfair, really, for a man to be that good-looking. It made her want to forgive all manner of trespass. His dark hair, the strong jaw, his eyes so piercing and bright, as if they were pieces of green sea glass catching the sun just so.

      He wasn’t handsome at all when he sneered at people, which she had seen him do, though he had never once sneered at her. Old habits made her tuck away bits of kindness like that, ready to be loyal at all costs. It was a trait she couldn’t quite shake.

      Most looked down on her for being Corinthian John’s little sister, or for being raised in questionable circumstances, but not Lord Andrepont. He didn’t comment upon her red hair, draw attention to her crooked tooth, or even note the unreasonable width of her hands and feet. He was kind—at least to her. And it was obvious to anyone that this bloke was hurting right now, backed into a corner like an injured dog in an alleyway.

      Pearl answered him. “I’m doing very well, my lord. And you? Have you had an eventful morning?” She smiled back, blandly polite.

      “Eventful? Yes. Pleasant? I’m afraid not. Hence my calling upon this house. I was hoping to persuade your brother into some pugilistic pursuits, but he claims he must work.”

      “How tedious,” Lydia said, joining them back in the sitting area. Lydia had met Pearl’s brother, John, due to their common love of prizefighting. John continued sparring, but Lydia slowed her pursuits after producing their first child.

      For a flash, Pearl considered telling Andrepont she would spar with him in the downstairs gymnasium, but she bit her tongue. She’d told no one in the household of her training, not even Lydia, who had fought in the ring. More than Pearl had done. Pearl’s training with Bess Abbott had been different than Lydia’s. For a purpose. Pearl’s exploration of the sweet science had been necessary at first, and then more of an intellectual pursuit.

      “John suggested that I come visit with you and spar verbally instead.” Andrepont looked at his cousin, and in that moment, the sardonic brow arch echoed between him and Lydia, reminding Pearl of the family resemblance.

      “What has you in such a state?” Lydia asked, stowing the contents of the portable writing desk she’d been working on before his arrival.

      Pearl continued her darning. She couldn’t look Andrepont full in the face any longer. It was too much. She focused on the turbulent painting of a ship at sea that hung next to the window, visible over Lydia’s shoulder.

      Instead of answering Lydia’s question, Andrepont turned the full force of his gaze to Pearl and said, “Miss Arthur, have you had a pleasant Season?”

      “Of course,” Pearl said, fighting the urge to squirm.

      “Soirees and assemblies and whatnot keeping you occupied?”

      Lydia sighed.

      Pearl kept her head down. She was busy with her stitches. Very occupied. “Not many, but I find my own amusement.” She did not receive many invitations, having no standing whatsoever. Oh, thanks to her brother, she had plenty of money, which she’d once assumed would lure at least some fortune hunters. But those seemed scared away by John’s reputation, and the impoverished aristocrats stayed away because John’s marriage into the aristocracy galled them. They didn’t want to uplift two street urchins if they could help it.

      “That’s a pity,” Andrepont said, seemingly sincere. “And such a waste of youth.”

      Lydia sighed again, this time louder. “What’s your point, James?”

      “My point? I have none. I’m merely making conversation.”

      “By reminding Pearl of her social status? How callous. And if not callous, then cruel.”

      Pearl could practically smell Lydia’s protectiveness. There was something about Lydia that Pearl reveled in, though at times it also repelled her. The aristocratic lady was unsettled, moody, constantly shifting. Pearl found it intoxicating but also unnerving. “I’m perfectly all right, Lydia. I don’t mind.”

      “You may not mind, but I do.” Lydia looked as if she might spit. “I know what their snubs mean, having committed them myself.”

      “I’ve never dreamed I would be elevated enough to earn a snub, so I do not suffer.” As if Pearl would cry into her scented pillow if one rich young lady didn’t look her way. Pearl had known hunger and loneliness. Nothing could be done in a ballroom that would hurt her.

      The footman, Richard, entered carrying a large tray stuffed with a teapot, cups, and an array of honeyed seed cakes that Cook only offered when Andrepont was in the house. Richard settled the tray. He kept aloof as training bid him, of course, and Pearl also engaged in the tradition. Sometimes she snuck down to the servants’ hall when she was particularly lonesome. Her time at Mrs. Tyler’s Boarding House for Young Ladies had taught her all she need know about running a house and being a lady, but she missed people that felt like home.

      She’d grown up in homes of poor families—handed from one cramped set of rooms to the next as John grew through his own boarding school education. Pearl swept floors, pulled water, looked after little ones. She cooked and darned and filled in the gaps of housekeeping to ensure her stay with those families would continue as long as possible. She’d learned a few other lessons as well. Things no young lady ought to know.

      Richard left without a backwards glance, but Pearl could tell he was still limping. He and another footman had tussled the other day—no one would say why, but Pearl suspected there was one of the new housemaids involved—and Richard had not fared as well as the other bloke.

      “Shall I pour?” Pearl asked Lydia. It would give her a task while the cousins conversed, their sharp wits nothing but arrows Pearl would rather avoid.

      Lydia gestured her assent and Pearl set to her task, listening as any dutiful young lady ought.

      “Let me be horrendously rude and ask once again, what has you ruffled this morning?” Lydia stared at her cousin.

      “Thank you for the warning regarding your manners,” Andrepont parried.

      “You haven’t answered my question.”

      “Ah, yes.” Andrepont scooted forward in the chair, readying to accept a teacup from Pearl. “Because it is none of your fucking business.”

      According to Mrs. Tyler, the curse was a warning of violence and should have sent a cold chill down Pearl’s spine. Although she’d heard the curse so often that it didn’t affect her, she wasn’t sure how she was supposed to react in this setting. Thankfully, Lydia laughed. Pearl unfroze and breathed a sigh of relief. She didn’t bother lifting the cup and saucer to Andrepont after she finished pouring. He didn’t seem to mind picking it off the tray.

      “My thanks, Miss Arthur,” Andrepont purred.

      The rumble of his voice warmed her, and she didn’t like that at all, but she had more control than most. Instead, Pearl fixed her tea, giving a bright, polite smile to no one in particular. Some animals had armor, some had teeth, and others had camouflage. To each their own.

      “Ah yes, ever the bachelor. Hold yourself apart from the rest of us, James, since that seems to be the way you like it.”

      “Oh, would you stop prying if I married?” Andrepont teased.

      “Of course. Then it would be your wife’s business, not mine, and she would have the onus of dragging you out of your horrible moods.” Lydia sipped at her tea. She was beginning to resemble the old Lydia—the boxer who wasn’t yet a mother, who had a vicious sense of humor, compassion hidden beneath the sharpened wit.

      “Such advice. What do you think, Miss Arthur?” Andrepont asked. “Should I marry so that my cousin stays out of my affairs?”

      Pearl looked to him, extending herself to feel the mood of the room, and sensed a dangerous undercurrent. His green eyes glittered and there was a dark amusement in them that had her mind flashing warnings. “I think a person’s business contains a certain amount of overlap with family, though who is family and who is not is an everchanging prospect.”

      “How very diplomatic,” Lydia grumbled.

      But Andrepont didn’t look away from Pearl, holding her gaze. It wasn’t a challenge, exactly. She kept her face schooled in pleasant neutrality.

      Finally, something in his expression set. “And how would you like to become family?”

      “She’s already family,” Lydia said, her voice flat.

      “My family. Miss Arthur, would you like to become my viscountess?” James asked, his voice low and calm, rumbling with untold promises.

      “Pardon me?” Pearl nearly spit.

      “Stop it, James. That isn’t funny.” Lydia put her teacup down with a clatter.

      “I’m perfectly serious. Miss Pearl Arthur, would you do me the honor of becoming the next viscountess Andrepont?”

      Her mind spun like a top. Pearl couldn’t obtain an invitation to a ballroom full of second sons, let alone a marriage proposal. But of all the things Lord Andrepont was, a liar wasn’t one of them. He’d never been cruel to her.

      A flurry of questions and concerns whirred through her head, clicking like an automaton. She didn’t know Andrepont terribly well. But she certainly knew him as much as she would know any other man she might marry. She didn’t love Andrepont, but that was rarely a concern for those elevated in rank. Andrepont had the reputation of a rake, but to his family, Andrepont was fiercely loyal.

      Lydia exploded to her feet. “No. No, no, and no. Absolutely not. You are too closely related. Absolutely not.”

      Living with her brother and wife in extraordinary luxury was a dream so lofty Pearl couldn’t have imagined it as a child. But it meant spinsterhood. It meant no children of her own. It meant no life of her own, always living in service to John and his family. Andrepont was offering her something entirely for herself, and meager as it was, it was more than she could have ever imagined. She was still that dirty young girl, cheeks streaked with tears as she shuffled on to yet another over-burdened family’s rooms.

      Andrepont rolled his eyes towards his cousin. “Lydia, you and I could be married, let alone your sister by marriage. There’s no consanguinity issue here.”

      “Yes, thank you, my lord,” Pearl said, putting down her teacup, hoping to beat Lydia to the punch. “I should like to become your wife.”

      Andrepont flinched as she said the word wife. Lydia bolted to the door and rang for a footman before choosing an alternative path. She stepped out the door and looked as if she might actually raise her voice to summon her husband. Just then, the footman arrived. She said, “Fetch Mr. Arthur at once. Right now. Immediately!”

      Pearl realized that he had not said wife—he had asked if she would like to become his viscountess. He offered her a job that came with a title, not a partnership of souls. Which would be silly, of course. She knew Andrepont’s stance on such things; it wasn’t as if he’d ever hidden his opinions. His plan had been no wife, no children. She knew his family’s secrets. Or at least, a few of them.

      What had changed in this morning of mussed hair?

      The feeling of tension, that fist of danger that had filled the room, dissipated. She regarded Andrepont, who was now watching Lydia’s antics with amusement. A handsome husband was a prize. A rich one, a bonus. A titled one? She’d never expected that. But a husband as moody and brooding as her sister-in-law? Well. T’was better to set up her own household than always live on her brother’s good graces.
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      James followed John to his study. Lydia was positively livid—predictably so—and John’s face a dark cast of his normally carefree expression. Miss Arthur seemed surprisingly neutral, accepting his proposal calmly and rationally, as if it wasn’t at all surprising for a suitor to show up unannounced and ask her to marry him without even courting her first.

      If Miss Arthur had truly been brought up as a proper lady, he would not have had such access to her, never been able to be so forward. Really, it should be considered rude. But, he hadn’t known he would be bloody proposing. Having had one’s heart broken first thing in the morning tended to make for an unpredictable day.

      John ushered him into the study and slammed the door. “What is your game?”

      “Game?” James strode towards John’s liquor cart. It typically contained some fine smuggled whisky or at least decent gin. John’s palate had been molded by alley-distilled gut-rot and had barely refined since. Perhaps it was early in the day to indulge, but these few hours had been trying, and now he had nuptials to celebrate. First, he’d been dumped and summarily dismissed by the love of his life and his best friend. And now, well…now he was engaged to be married. Was it even noon yet? “There’s no game.”

      “If you do this to shame her, to mock her, by God I will—” The fury in John’s voice was real and lethal. He had the ability to kill with his bare hands, and only his temperament and sense of fair play ever kept him from doing so in the ring. He was the best prizefighter of his generation. Maybe two.

      James held up his hand. “I asked her to become the next viscountess Andrepont. She accepted. Name your terms. I don’t need a dowry. I shall court her in public, or not, whatever you prefer. We shall have an expensive church wedding with a lavish breakfast, or we can have a small ceremony with only family. Whatever Miss Arthur would like. I don’t care.”

      Honestly, all of that courtship business would keep him occupied so that he wouldn’t pine after Rose and Henry. It would keep him busy so as not to feel the void that her absence—and frankly, his too—had already torn inside of him. And given the life that he was offering Miss Arthur, her wedding preferences were the least he could do for her.

      John was shaking as he walked in circles. James knew he was trying to work out the anger coursing through his veins. He was notoriously protective of his younger sister, and rightly so. Any man of honor would be. “If you needed money, you would tell me.”

      “Of course, and I do not.” James had sold off every bit of unentailed property he could in his efforts to collapse his title—and pay off his father’s debts. He made no secret of his disdain for his father, the dead viscount, and how he hoped any future Andrepont would inherit nothing but his father’s shame.

      “Why Pearl? Why now?” John demanded, coming to a stop in front of him. The prizefighter stood eerily still, the way he did at the beginning of a bout.

      John knew something of James’s arrangement with Henry and Rose—their triangle. But even that was a poor descriptor, as if geometry could explain their entanglement. James threw back the bit of whisky, even though he knew he should savor it. Something needed to gird his loins. He was about to tell John the truth about Rose and her rejection when Lydia burst in.

      “Have you told him absolutely not? I forbid this, James. I forbid it!” Lydia stormed over, ready to knock the glass out of his hand.

      “Love, give me a minute. She’s my sister.” John said the words quietly, his own reaction to Lydia’s temper.

      Though James and his cousin Lydia were nearly ten years apart in age, they were two of a kind, never able to rein in their innate fury. But James had the benefit of being born male, and his anger was viewed as acceptable. Given his father, even undeniable.

      Lydia stuck a finger in his face, as if she were a fishwife down at the docks. “I know you. This is for you, and not for her.”

      “Is any marriage truly for the bride?” James asked. Rose had given him countless lectures about how married women had rights on par with horses or dogs. How women were people, as fully realized as any man, and as such, they deserved the ability to make their own decisions.

      “Good God, man.” John looked at him in horror.

      During this morning’s final lecture, when James had abased himself by pleading with her, she had reminded him that her body was her own, and she did not want him to know hers anymore. To help sever the link of her bed, he must not see them. Either of them. He’d lost his mistress and his best friend in one swipe of her autonomy.

      “I would not mistreat her. She’ll be as respected as she is here in your house,” James assured him. He did not want John to think he had suddenly become the real heir to the Andrepont title, forcing himself onto unwilling women.

      “Pardon me,” Miss Arthur called from the threshold of the study. “I feel as if my opinion should be aired, if we are talking about whom I will marry.”

      Lydia and James both looked to John. He was her guardian. She was not yet twenty-five years of age—but honestly, James had no idea how old she was. Dear God, he knew nothing about her, not her favorite color nor her favorite flower. Well. It was still a better basis for marriage than many had. Fair enough.

      “Yes, Pearl, please.” John ushered his sister into the room. The change in him was obvious—gone was the quiet threat of violence. He was now solicitous and careful, the papa-figure he had become earlier that year with the birth of his own daughter.

      “Shall we sit, then?” Lydia suggested with an arched brow. “If we are to be civilized about it.”

      James followed her lead to the sitting area near the fireplace. “Will that keep you from screaming at me like a common—”

      “Only if you cease being such an imbecile,” Lydia interrupted with a saccharine smile.

      Miss Arthur sat in one chair, John hovering behind her. Lydia took the other chair, leaving James to stand in the middle as if he’d been called to the carpet at the headmaster’s office.

      “Lord Andrepont has asked me to marry him.” Miss Arthur swung her wide-eyed glance around the room.

      Now that James was taking notice of her, she was kind of a strange-looking woman. Not unpleasant, and certainly not unattractive. But she didn’t fit the parameters of what the young ladies of the ton deemed correct. Her pale-blue eyes were large—their coloring prized by society, as if that mattered. But they were wide and angled in a way that accented her high cheekbones. Her coppery hair, the same light fiery color as her brother’s, was definitely not in fashion. She was small as well. Something always sought after by ladies, in James’s experience. But she was small in a way that suggested a skittering mouse. As if she wasn’t always quite present. It was likely that essence that made it easy for James and any other man to overlook her. She appeared ever-ready to bolt.

      “You needn’t marry anyone,” John said, gripping the back of Miss Arthur’s chair.

      “I needn’t, but I should like to,” Miss Arthur said, turning to James with those pale eyes.

      Now that James was examining her, those eyes made him want to fidget. Like she saw more than she let on. Probably the whisky finally doing its job. He’d always intended to remain Society’s mysterious bachelor, but his swift decision to propose was made so a new viscountess would run his house. And let him be totally unhindered. And also to show Rose that he wasn’t the uncontrollable lovesick pup that she’d accused him of being.

      “I need your word that this isn’t a joke or some careless whim,” Lydia warned.

      James held his hand over his heart. “As I was saying to John, this is no joke. I have never proposed marriage before, and would never do so callously. Whatever courtship and ceremony Miss Arthur desires, I shall provide. I intend to extend whatever shreds of respectability I have to her.”

      Lydia narrowed her eyes. “And what of bankrupting your title?”

      “Miss Arthur surely knows of my desire to have no issue of my body. I am not shy of my disdain for the title I hold. If she is to receive a dowry, I respectfully ask that she remain in control of it and that it shall not become part of any holdings of my estate.”

      “Done,” John said without hesitation.

      “Who is your current heir?” Miss Arthur asked.

      It was a valid question, though one most would not ask. “He is a decent man, a scholar in Edinburgh. A fine man, several years older than I am. A distant relation. He would not turn you or my mother out, if that’s what you are asking.”

      “This is no basis for a marriage.” Lydia crossed her arms.

      “I should think that anything can be a basis for a marriage,” Miss Arthur said. “It’s up to the two people entering the contract what the marriage itself shall be like. That is unknown territory for even the most prepared.”

      James couldn’t help but smile at her tactful reprimand. He’d never noticed the iron in her spine. She hid it well.

      “I should like a public courtship, if you please, my lord.” Miss Arthur returned her steady gaze to him.

      He bowed. “Of course. We shall begin right away, as the social season is almost at an end.”

      “And for the ceremony itself?” John asked.

      “It may be open to the public, but I should like for some of our less fortunate friends to feel welcome, should they like to attend,” Miss Arthur said.

      “Of course,” James said. At the same time, John said, “Is that wise?”

      “If I may do nothing else for the women who allowed me into their homes while you were at school, then I think a lovely morning spent amongst flowers is the very least I can do.” Miss Arthur looked to her brother as if a hothouse worth of flowers was a simple thing. But with Corinthian John’s money, it was.

      “Shall we have them for the wedding breakfast as well?” James asked.

      She shook her head. “No, they would be uncomfortable. I’d rather we sponsor a breakfast for them elsewhere, and leave ours for family.”

      Ours, she said. It made him blink. He hadn’t been part of an ours for something as wholesome as a wedding breakfast.

      “Whatever you wish,” he said, catching John’s glare, as if John was the one who wanted to give his sister permission to have whatever she desired.

      “I’ll draw up the contracts in the next few days,” John said.

      “I’ll contact my man for that as well,” James said.

      “Good,” John said.

      “Splendid,” James returned.

      Lydia sat shaking her head. Miss Arthur remained neutral and impassive. How did she do that? Surely this warranted an expression of joy from the girl. He knew what might make her smile.

      “May we begin our courtship this week?” James asked Miss Arthur. “There is a private ball for which I received an invitation.” The first olive branch that he could extend. His mother had harangued him to attend, if for no other reason than to maintain her friendship with Lady Atherwood. A friendship that was often kept quiet, given his own antics.

      Lydia’s eyes narrowed. “Whose?”

      “The Atherwoods.”

      “They invited you?” his cousin challenged. The Atherwoods were an old family, proper, and Lady Atherwood was a sponsor for Almack’s. She was a gatekeeper for all young ladies seeking good matches.

      “The benefit of being titled and wealthy,” James said.

      “And a man,” Lydia huffed.

      “A viscount,” he reminded, needling her further.

      “I will have my mother write and ask to extend an invitation to my betrothed so that we might announce our engagement.” James knew that was exactly the sort of bait a woman like Lady Atherwood would find irresistible. And if his new hobby was to force Society into accepting a former street mouse like Miss Arthur into their folds, then that sounded like jolly good fun.

      If they would turn a blind eye to the horrors of his father, then they could turn a blind eye to the unfortunate early luck of a young lady like Miss Arthur. And he would relish their discomfort.
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      James’s mother put down her teacup. It was late, but that didn’t seem to matter. Neither one of them slept on a schedule, and it was just as easy to catch her near midnight as it was near noon. The drawing room was her domain, the converted music room his.

      “I didn’t think you could surprise me anymore,” she said. Her dark hair was swept up from the day’s coiffure, but she wore a dressing gown, as if she were readying for bed and had merely forgotten to go to her room. “I am proven wrong.”

      James grinned and leaned against the door jamb. “That’s satisfying to know.”

      “May I know who your bride is? The woman that has come to oust me from my rooms?” The words sounded harsh, but her tone was playful.

      Still, James frowned. “Why would you move out of your rooms? I assumed you would continue living here.”

      It was her turn to laugh. “As the dowager, I should not be taking the suite meant for the viscountess. And it’s time for you to move into the suite meant for the viscount.”

      James pulled himself away from the wall. It made his skin crawl—the idea of moving into his father’s rooms. He sat in the chair across from his mother. “What if I stay where I am and give her another one of the rooms? We have plenty.”

      “James.” It was rare that his mother reprimanded him. “You cannot expect that. If she’s marrying you, she will expect her rights as viscountess, and that suite is one of them.”

      He didn’t want to think about what rights a viscountess—and especially a viscount—might expect. The whole house still reeked of his father, despite the intervening years and his mother’s redecoration attempts. “What if we demolish the house and rebuild from scratch?”

      His mother gave him that same indulgent, affectionate look as if he were still in leading strings and had presented her with a worm.

      He sighed. “Very well. But I’m having it scrubbed before I get in there, top to bottom.”

      She retrieved her teacup and sipped. “That’s perfectly acceptable. Now, who is this girl that has so upended you that you are willing to give her your name?”

      There was no way around his affections. No one had found a path inside his shell, with the exception of Rose, and he couldn’t pretend otherwise. It would be no secret once Miss Arthur moved in. “I wouldn’t say this is a love match.”

      Her mother’s eyebrows arched, not dissimilar from his cousin Lydia’s. Their mothers were sisters, after all. “I admit that if this is a political match, I’m mildly offended I was not given an opportunity to voice an opinion.”

      “Not precisely a political one either.” He pulled himself up straighter.

      A flash of hurt crossed her face before she schooled her expression. “Please don’t tell me you’ve ruined some poor girl.”

      “I would never! Of course not.” He tried to shake off the disgust that he could be like his father, forcing himself on anyone. “It’s merely that circumstances seemed to dictate I should marry, so I picked one.”

      “You picked one?” His mother blinked at him. “Did you have criteria, or did you choose some poor girl as if she were a pair of gloves?”

      James snorted. “She isn’t poor, for one. And I insisted she remain in control of her dowry so that it cannot be entailed to the estate.”

      His mother gazed off into some middle distance, nodding her head as if sorting through facts. He knew that when she had finished thinking, he would be sent to the nursery without supper. Or at least, thirty years prior he would have been. This might be worse. He’d rather go to bed without supper, allowed to cry into a pillow. Now, with the weight of so much on his shoulders, he was expected to soldier on, do his duty, slot into the Empire. But he’d been clear: he would do no such thing.

      And then she said the worst possible thing. “This is about your father.” Her green eyes snapped back on him, middle distance be damned.

      “This is about me.” He crossed his legs, immediately cursing himself for fidgeting.

      “Her own money. You’ve been plain about the idea of children. You do realize there were other Lord Andreponts who were unlike your father in every way?”

      “It does not matter. He was my father. I look like him. When I encounter certain persons, I watch them recoil in fear. I’ll not pass that along.” He hissed the words, trying hard to rein them in. His mother didn’t deserve his wrath for expressing the truth.

      His mother looked into the fireplace—anywhere, he supposed, but at his own face. The face that resembled the man who had inflicted so much pain. It was such a strange thing—he was vain and knew he was attractive. He had inherited his mother’s green eyes, which sat alluringly stark against his dark hair. His nose was finely sculpted, thanks to his father. And no thanks to the rounds he’d spent pitted against every pugilist he could find, it remained unbroken. He’d tried to ruin it, but it always came back straight, no matter the beating.

      “Your father is dead. He has no legacy if you choose to ignore him. But by hobbling yourself like this, you ensure he haunts us all.”

      James was on his feet before he could think, wanting to flee. He covered it by pacing the room, finally resting his hands on the back of the chair. “What do they say? Blood will out? Well, this blood will be kept firmly in check.” He stalked out of the room, but before he left completely, his mother called after him.

      “And who is your bride-to-be? I should invite her for tea.”

      James stopped in his tracks. He’d forgotten about the finer points of etiquette in his brooding. “Miss Pearl Arthur,” he called over his shoulder.

      “Corinthian John’s sister?” She didn’t sound surprised. But could anything surprise that woman? She was as much a mystery as his dead sire.

      “The very one.” James stomped out of the drawing room, heading for his den of relief: the piano and the brandy snifter. It was the only place in the house from which he’d managed to exorcise his father’s ghost, and the only place James felt comfortable. He spent days in there, playing the instrument his father had bought only because James had tricked him into it. The only time he’d managed to get one over on the old bastard.
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        * * *

      

      Pearl knew she should feel ashamed for how much she enjoyed this new attention, but she didn’t—not one bit. When Jack and Agnes—Lydia’s younger sister, and legally a widow—arrived, they both commented on the dramatically over-large bouquet of white lilies that sat perfuming the drawing room. It took all of Pearl’s control not to gloat and giggle.

      “For you, Miss Pearl?” Jack asked, looking pleased. It had only been a few months since Jack had moved from the molly-house to Agnes’s new townhome in Marylebone. His dark hair and thick, enviable lashes added to the contrast of his pale-yellow waistcoat and white cravat. Jack wore a skirt instead of trousers, which made many people pause, but Pearl had grown accustomed to Jack’s unusual fashion and heady charm.

      Only when Jack called attention to the ridiculously stuffed vase did Pearl allow herself a smile—and did she smile because the bouquet was from Andrepont? Or did she smile simply because it was her turn to have flowers delivered? Or was it knowing that her finishing school friend Mathilda Perry would be out of her mind with jealousy when she saw them?

      “In fact, they are for me,” Pearl answered, extending her hand to the sitting area. Tea had already been sent for, and Lydia had not quite made it out of her rooms yet. Pearl got to be the hostess here, perhaps for one of the last times before she moved into her own home. Well, her home with Andrepont.

      “Those must have cost a fortune.” Jack whistled.

      Agnes caught Jack with her elbow. “No whistling. It’s rude. Pearl, those are very beautiful.” Agnes was taller than her sister Lydia, yet until Jack came along, Agnes had always appeared smaller. Now she radiated a happiness that could have easily convinced Pearl that Agnes was ten feet tall.

      “Thank you,” Pearl said, flushing with pride. She could get quite used to being courted. Suitors had never been her strong suit, so to speak. There had been kisses, and even a serious beau, Gabriel. But Gabriel could have never afforded a bouquet like that.

      Richard arrived with the tea tray, bedecked with Jack’s favorites. Cook knew everything they liked, and Jack went out of his way to compliment the staff.

      “Oi, Richard, bit of a shiner, yeah?” Jack said to the footman.

      “Jack! We’re working on this, please! We can’t go round to call if you keep this up. One doesn’t speak to the staff while they are working. It’s rude. And distracting.”

      “Thank you, my lady,” Richard said to Agnes, his deep voice rumbling. “Bit of a row downstairs,” he said to Jack.

      “Have you a poultice for it? I would be glad to make one for you,” Pearl said. She’d meant to go downstairs yesterday to ask after him, but the proposal had drastically changed her plans.

      “Pearl, not you too? How am I to train either of you to fit in if you keep this up?”

      “But I’ve known Richard for a long time,” Jack protested. “It would be rude not to ask after his eye.”

      “I’m quite good at poultices for that sort of thing.” Over the years, Pearl had made so many for her brother and London’s Invincible Championess, Bess Abbott.

      Agnes looked at the ceiling as if she could recruit aid from the plaster. “This is not the proper venue for such discussions. I do not begrudge you your familiarity, just not when you are entertaining guests, nor calling on a friend.”

      Lydia appeared in the doorway. “What. Are. Those.”

      “They’re for Miss Pearl!” Jack said in a tone that Pearl couldn’t parse. “Aren’t they beautiful?”

      Lydia looked as if she would knock the bouquet over as she stalked to the sitting area. “This is unacceptable. He cannot do this. I will not allow this to continue.”

      Jack looked at Pearl with a conspiratorial grin. “Who is it? I can’t wait to hear.”

      Even Agnes looked at her sister askance. “Who could be so unsuitable that could afford those?”

      “James.” Lydia sat next to Pearl and began to pour the tea. She dismissed the hovering Richard with a wave of her hand.

      “What about James?” Agnes asked, clearly not understanding. “Does he know the gentleman?”

      Pearl couldn’t help but look at her hands. Was she such an unthinkable choice? Was it her status as a former orphan? Or her status as John’s little sister? She understood that the ton might feel that way, but it hurt to hear these people—her friends, people she’d considered family—put her aside. She didn’t particularly care why Andrepont had asked her to marry him. The fact was, he had. And now she had an absurdly large, ridiculously expensive bouquet in her drawing room to admire. Well, Lydia’s drawing room anyway.

      When Pearl looked up, she saw Jack had understood and was doing his best to remain neutral. Andrepont had not supported Jack’s desire to be with Agnes. He’d done everything to prevent it, but Andrepont hadn’t understood the situation fully. When he realized Jack would do anything for Agnes, he had facilitated the match, as it were.

      “Don’t be thick, Agnes,” Lydia complained.

      “Have your tea, Lydia.” Agnes ignored her sister’s rudeness. “You’ll feel better.”

      “Is it true, Pearl?” Jack asked. “Andrepont is courting you?”

      Agnes gave Pearl a sharp look. And Pearl couldn’t help but smile as she nodded. She liked surprising them. Of all people, it was her that would be a viscountess.

      “Yes. Lord Andrepont sent me the bouquet.”

      Agnes looked to the bouquet, her expression closing in on itself. Lydia stared at her sister, a cool brow arched. “Do you see now?” Lydia asked Agnes.

      Pearl caught Jack watching her. She knew Jack observed more than most, knew what it was to be forgotten and shuffled about, a weed in a garden of daffodils.

      “Congratulations, Miss Pearl. I think it’s smashing.” Jack gave her a grin and toasted her with his teacup.

      “Thank you, Jack,” Pearl said, pulling herself up. She was to be proper now, even more so than before. Mrs. Tyler, proprietress of the finishing school Pearl had attended, would be ever so proud. All those hours of practice: her posture, her smile, her hair, her manners, all for this.

      “It’s not that it’s you, Pearl,” Agnes said, wringing her hands. “It’s that it’s James.”

      “What’s wrong with Lord Andrepont?” Pearl asked, although she already knew the objections. She lived in the same house as Lydia, after all. She knew he was broody, knew he’d sworn to never have children, sworn to leave his title in shambles. She knew.

      But to have her own money, to have a place. Her own rightful place. For the first time in her life, her bed would be her own, not subject to the whims of other people. It was worth the sacrifice.

      “You’ve met him,” Lydia said. “The man isn’t a mystery.”

      “He’s…a bit of a mess,” Agnes said.

      “Who isn’t?” quipped Jack.

      “Quite right, Jack,” echoed Pearl, turning her attention to her teacup, as if she might find loyalty to Andrepont inside it. “Who isn’t?”
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        * * *

      

      Lydia and John stood behind Pearl. The heat of the crush in front of her was stifling even before they waded in. Andrepont had her arm, and they were announced into Lady Atherwood’s ball as if she were just the sort that belonged there. It was the end of the Season, the gossip was tired, and everyone would be looking to pounce on something new, Lydia assured her. Her. They would pounce on her. Being bland Miss Pearl Arthur might no longer be the camouflage she needed.

      The ballroom seemed to turn all at once towards them, like a column of soldiers. Pearl no longer thought Lydia’s ideas about gossip were comforting at all.

      “Steady on,” Andrepont murmured to her, looking smug and handsome and somehow apart from all of this. His black trousers fit him in a way that barely kept Pearl from staring. His black-on-black damask waistcoat accentuated his broad chest, and the stark white linen shirt underneath was a shocking contrast. He wore an emerald cravat pin that twinkled in the same hue as his eyes. His beauty was almost cruel.

      “Now is the time, my lord. If you wish to back out, do so now, I beg you.” Pearl was dressed in white, the type of frock with just enough ruffle at the hem. The muslin overskirt was so fine that Pearl had been scared it might rip as Lydia’s lady’s maid settled it over Pearl’s slender hips. The underskirt had a slight cast of pink to it, so as not to turn Pearl’s pale, ruddy complexion sallow. She wore a strand of pearls at her throat, and they sat cool against her skin, reminding her that none of these people knew her.

      “Once I strike a bargain, I keep it. Are you having second thoughts?” He steered her effortlessly to the side of the ballroom, nodding at men he knew and smirking at the women who stared.

      There had to be over a hundred people here. The amount of food they had to lay in for something like this. How many footmen must be on hand for the carriages, the serving platters? While the cooks and the maids must be downstairs, frantic to keep up the pace of the demand. No, she reminded herself. It wasn’t her party to throw. She was no servant here.

      The title of viscountess dangled in front of her. She could have it, if she wished. She’d be a fool not to. The look on Mathilda’s face if she told her she could have had Lord Andrepont as a husband. “No, my lord. No second thoughts. I’m happy to announce if you are.”

      He nodded his dark head. “We shall allow Lady Atherwood the courtesy of knowing first. May I fetch you some ratafia?”

      Pearl nodded, parched. Lydia came up on her fast as Andrepont departed. “We can leave as soon as you want,” she hissed. “Don’t let him say anything to anyone.”

      It was Pearl’s turn to give Lydia a cool, assessing look. “Why not?”

      “Pearl,” Lydia said, all but begging her.

      Pearl licked her lips, something she knew she shouldn’t do. Because dear God, one shouldn’t remind anyone that a woman had a tongue, but she was parched. Her stays felt tight as her heart hammered against them. “You cannot know what I want because you have not asked. I want to marry Lord Andrepont, and so I shall.”

      Lydia’s face shuttered closed, and her mask melted into place—the terrible one, meant for outsiders. They had taken their stances, for the first time opposite one another. Pearl tried not to take her sister-in-law’s disapproval to heart.

      Lydia’s cold imperialism took over, and she linked her arm with Pearl’s. “Then you shall marry him. Let me make the introductions.”

      And so Lydia took Pearl around the ballroom, introducing her to matrons and debutantes alike. Pearl nodded and curtsied, pleasantries exchanged as they moved from circle to circle. No promises of calls were made, but no snubs either. Lydia’s face was set like granite, but Pearl felt optimistic. This felt like a measure of success to her: no one gave her the cut direct. And even if they did, Pearl would still return to a warm bed with a full belly. How bad could it be?

      Andrepont found them and handed them both cups of ratafia. Pearl gratefully choked down the overly sweet punch, feeling her stomach rebel. She wasn’t accustomed to so much sugar—it had been too expensive when she was a child, and she found it too morally corrupt as an adult.

      “Shall we?” Andrepont asked as the next dance was called.

      Pearl looked over her shoulder at the dance floor, where couples were lining up. She glanced back at Lydia, who was still grim-faced. Where was John? He must be in the back rooms already, doing business with whoever caught his attention.

      Dancing here was not the same as dancing at the parties in Paddington. There, with Mrs. Coldcroft and her family, people would spill out into the night, from a tavern or a dance hall, or someone’s adjoined rooms. Pearl would scamper up to the dancers, a fiddler or two keeping the time, hoping she could make the line before the song started. Then the caller would start the dance and she wouldn’t think anything of grinning at the person across from her, her skirts whirling, her mouth gaping, laughing. Someone would spill their ale, and shrieks from children who should have been in bed hours ago would cut through the air.

      The music here was familiar. It was the same rhythm. The movements were similar, but bloodless. No, Pearl corrected herself—the movements were proper.

      Lydia took her empty cup. “Go on. You must have the first dance if you are to have the second. No one will believe an engagement without at least two dances together.”

      Pearl stared at the empty cup, now cradled in Lydia’s gloved palm. And then she looked to Andrepont’s open, gloved hand. “We shall,” Pearl said, forcing herself to meet his green eyes. Her heart pounded. Was it from his proximity? Or was it from knowing what a ridiculous thing it was to dress a Paddington girl like a princess?

      He smiled and led them to the parquet, lining up with the other couples. She acquitted herself well, steps precise and careful, and she saw the approval flash on Andrepont’s face when he realized she wouldn’t make a fool of herself. She was glad they could be partners in this, at least.

      He believed she could be the viscountess. And so she would be the very best viscountess there ever was, she thought, handing herself through the dancers before returning to the line on the other side. A great lady was not born, she was forged. And if anyone could remake themselves, it was Pearl.
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        * * *

      

      So this is the Rubicon, James thought, watching pale skirts swirl amongst dark trousers. He was in some ways surprised that Lady Atherwood allowed trousers instead of mandating men wear breeches, but fashions changed, and to be fashionable, one must change with them. He followed his partner, changing hands as the music dictated. He didn’t mind dancing, and he’d been told he was adept.

      He spotted his mother in the crowd of people, moving amongst the bystanders. She was easy to spot in her dark burgundy gown, the color of old blood.

      If he were a more polite and doting suitor, he would engage Pearl’s attention as they moved. Conversing, telling humorous anecdotes, whatever it was that men did when they wooed a woman. That had never been his forte. Frankly, he’d never needed to woo anyone. Prior to Rose, there had only been dalliances based on the physical. And after Rose…well. Rose was unlike any other woman he’d ever met. Her mind constantly churning, working through the world as if it were an equation to be solved, an answer lurking in every corner of the earth.

      Her curiosity had been intoxicating. When presented with something new, she would positively glow with delight, and he wanted to bring her the world so she would glow for him. He’d almost convinced himself she would find some answer to a problem he’d never considered, if only he followed her long enough.

      And he would have if she hadn’t dismissed him. Shame smoldered deep inside, but he kept himself light and neutral as the dance came to an end. The company applauded, and he held out his hand to escort Ro—no, Pearl. Pearl. He was marrying Miss Pearl Arthur.

      Miss Arthur took his hand, trusting. He felt a twinge of guilt. This wasn’t the right thing to do, not for her. For him? Did it matter? Did anything matter? Rose had admonished him to marry, so he would. She was smarter than anyone else he knew.

      Hopefully his marriage would allow him to be close to her again. And it wasn’t as if Miss Arthur got nothing out of the deal. Lydia had said the girl had virtually no prospects. This would elevate her, and with her own money from her brother, the world was hers. If she had the gall to take it.

      Miss Arthur was asking him something—he needed to pay attention. “Pardon?” He pretended the crush of people had kept him from hearing her.

      “I said, did you enjoy the dance?” Her expression remained neutral and guarded.

      Perhaps they were the same, she and him. Closed, secretive, calculating. Or perhaps she was another shallow young miss who wanted fancy dresses and beautiful flowers. That, he could provide. “I did. You are an excellent dancer. You must have had quite the dedicated instructor.”

      A cloud crossed her face, and he heard it then, his unintentional insult: as if a girl like her wouldn’t know how to dance. He needed to watch that.

      “I attended a very good finishing school. Though it was for daughters of the common people of England.” Miss Arthur shook her head once and put on a dazzling smile.

      There was a parry right back. Good girl, he thought. He deserved a dig in return. She was merely highlighting his birthright, knowing it rankled him. Good. He delivered her to Lydia at the edges of the ballroom. John was now at his wife’s elbow, talking to some matrons. They must allow some other young man to ask for Miss Arthur’s attention, and then James would swoop in for dance number two.

      It wasn’t that he cared overmuch whether she could acquit herself well on a dancefloor, or at the dinner table, but it was nice not to be embarrassed. Not that he cared about that particular emotion, either. If he did, he certainly wouldn’t have shown his face here. As he retrieved the ratafia earlier, he’d heard the whispers about himself and Henry and Rose. How could he not?

      The gossip was merely speculation about what schism may have happened. The three had made no great secret of their closeness—he’d accompanied them on their honeymoon cruise. As they’d said then, who cared what these tossers thought? These were the same ilk that hid his father’s sins for him.

      “Cousin,” James greeted Lydia. “I return Miss Arthur to your clutches.”

      Lydia turned to Miss Arthur and said, “May I introduce our hostess for the evening, Lady Atherwood. She’s anxious to make your acquaintance.” This was the moment. Caesar’s boots in the river Rubicon, crossing towards Rome, his army behind him.

      “I understand you have some news which you would like to share. You and Miss Arthur,” Lady Atherwood prompted James. The older matron gave a polite smile of encouragement, and he could see she was thinking it was somehow a reform for him. Another wayward young man returning to the fold.

      James’s mother arrived to their group, but Lady Atherton’s attention could not be ripped from him for anyone’s sake. She knew what was coming. Everyone knew what was coming.

      “Yes,” James said, looking again to Miss Arthur. This was it, her chance to be free of him, should she wish it. Her wide blue eyes met his, and he found that he could read nothing in their depths. She was a blank piece of paper. To Rome it was, then. “We would like to announce our engagement.”

      Lady Atherton clasped her hands together and gave him a patronizing smile. “Lovely. Let me be the first to extend my congratulations to you both. Shall we announce as we go in to dinner?” Lady Atherwood now glanced to Lydia as the reigning maternal figure for Miss Arthur. Dear Lord, James thought, Miss Arthur didn’t have a chance in Hades if Lydia was her guiding light.

      “Delightful. Thank you, Lady Atherwood.” Lydia continued with the small talk, greeting James’s mother, her aunt, now that the announcement had been communicated. Lady Atherton turned to his mother as well.

      “It’s done now,” John muttered. The prizefighter fidgeted, which only made him seem like an errant schoolboy. A thought that entertained James to no end.

      “Cold feet?” James teased him.

      “For my sister? To you?” John challenged him. His hands curled into fists, probably of their own volition. “I got some problems wif’ it.”

      Lydia stepped nearer to her husband, excusing herself from the older women.

      James leaned towards the couple as if he were making a conspiratorial jest. “Compose yourself, man. Your accent is slipping.” James turned to Miss Arthur. “May I retrieve another cup of ratafia for you?”

      “Thank you, my lord, but mayhap—” she said with a polite smile. One would never know she was not to the manner born. “If you will excuse me for one moment first.”

      He bowed to her, playing the felicitous suitor. As soon as she turned away, the prizefighter was on him.

      “So help me, James, you hurt her, you harm her—”

      “Tut tut, John. We’re friends.” James stepped back. The heat off the other man was positively stifling. “You and I, we’re mates, aren’t we? I should be insulted.”

      “Darling, let’s take a walk, shall we?” Lydia pulled on her husband’s arm, but she still shot daggers at James.

      Henry would have had something droll to say right then. Something incisive and witty without being insulting. James missed him. Rose would have launched into a lecture about a woman’s autonomy. Miss Arthur had agreed to wed him of her own volition. It wasn’t as if he were some gothic novel blackguard, kidnapping her from a carriage on a stormy night.

      A cloud of perfume suddenly enveloped him from the side. A signature scent. “How lovely to see you, my lord,” tittered Lady Daniella. “It looks as though you have a new plaything.”

      James bowed in courtesy. Lady Daniella had married a wealthy textile factory owner a few seasons ago, but she’d kept her honorific. She was a woman who, after the birth of her first child, began to look for excitement elsewhere. Not unlike many other married women of the ton.

      “You have a keen eye for where I place my attentions, Lady Daniella,” he said, keeping his voice neutral.

      “So you’ve finally tossed over your previous virgin? She was no longer virginal after you were done with her, I’m sure. But if you ever get tired of the innocent type, you know you may always call on me.” Lady Daniella gave her best seductive smile.

      He had no intention of correcting her belief that he’d pursued Rose because she was a virgin. And he certainly didn’t care if Miss Arthur had spread her legs before or not. It was frankly none of his business. Instead, he gave Lady Daniella a terse smile and bowed his head, signaling her that she could leave. She flounced away, giving his mother an opening to lay her hand on his arm.

      “Be kind to her, James.” She had that motherly look about her, the kind that meant she was speaking to him as if he were a small child, not a man who controlled a dwindling fortune.

      “Lady Daniella?” he asked, staring after the part in the crowd. But he knew that’s not what his mother meant.

      “This isn’t Miss Arthur’s world. She’s trying very hard.” She squeezed his arm.

      It reminded him of school, where boys would grab each other and twist the skin furiously back and forth, making the flesh burn. He glanced at his mother. “I know.”

      His mother gave him a searching stare and then excused herself, leaving James to stare out the panes of glass to see lovers absconding into the darkened garden. Suddenly, Miss Arthur was beside him.

      “I could not find my brother nor Lydia,” Miss Arthur said. “I’m afraid of what it will mean if I cannot find my chaperones.”

      Another dance was called. He should let another man cut in, ask for a dance, but as there were no other takers, only men milling about amongst the skirts, staring, whispering. He knew what they were saying—variations on Lady Daniella’s theme. Well, they could go to hell.

      “Another dance, then, Miss Arthur?” He offered his arm.

      Relief flashed across her face before she took it. “This will surely make the announcement for us, won’t it?”

      “Indeed. We will let them whisper, and then confirm their suspicions. It will endear them to our cause,” he said, maneuvering her through the crowd and onto the dance floor.

      “How so?”

      “For they love nothing more than to be right.” The music struck as they took their places. When she smiled, he thought for the first time, It’s us against them.
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