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      Liam Barrow, the Viscount Thornton, was trapped in a sea of fools.

      “Careful there,” his old chum Harlow said…just before a peacock crashed into Liam’s head.

      “Told you.” Harlow chuckled, an unapologetic grin just visible beneath his ridiculous horned mask.

      Liam took a step back, but the peacock feathers were relentless. It wasn’t a real peacock, obviously, just another one of the costumed fools at this masquerade.

      A real peacock would have been preferable.

      A real peacock he could have shot.

      Liam brushed oversized colorful plumes out of his face as a young woman turned to face him with a brilliant smile. As if the fact that they were currently standing together in this crush of people, each more ludicrously dressed than the next, was the best thing that had ever happened to her.

      “I beg your pardon,” she said with a little curtsy, likely the most she could manage as hordes of partygoers jostled past. Her cheeks were rosy—either from the heat of the Marquess of Ashburn’s ballroom, or because she’d just run into a viscount, feathers first. Her brown eyes seemed to dance with laughter and excitement. “What is your costume supposed to be?”

      “A viscount.” He didn’t try to hide his irritation, and the words came out on a growl. A sane person would have gone running.

      An intelligent person would have made her excuses and fled.

      This young chit merely beamed up at him with that sweet, innocent smile. “Well, that’s not very sporting.” She arched a brow. “Don’t tell me you’re actually a viscount.”

      “I’m afraid he is.” Harlow was having far too much fun. His wide grin was filled with glee that someone was daring to tease his fearsome friend.

      She arched her brows, her gaze still on him, seemingly not even the slightest bit cowed by his glower.

      Clearly he was losing his touch.

      “You’ve dressed up as yourself?” she asked, all wide-eyed innocence. “Oh dear, how very unimaginative.”

      Liam narrowed his eyes at her teasing. She was teasing…wasn’t she?

      Her smile broadened, revealing two perfect dimples and a flash of teeth. His exasperated sigh was lost in the shouts of laughter around them.

      Oh yes, she was definitely laughing at him.

      They both were.

      “Amazing,” Harlow said, matching her wide eyes with a look of exaggerated shock. “You’ve only just met Thornton and you already have him pegged.” Harlow leaned in toward the young lady and donned a stage whisper that could well be heard over the crowd. “I’d say unimaginative is the nicest way I’ve heard it phrased.”

      Her laughter was melodic and light as her gaze finally left his so she could turn that ridiculously happy grin on his idiotic best friend, her gaze resting on his horned mask. “Don’t tell me you’re truly a devil.”

      Harlow laughed, clearly amused by the little imp.

      Of course he was taken with her. Birds of a feather and all that. No pun intended.

      “Unfortunately, I’m all too human,” Harlow said. “Merely a fan of Faust.”

      Up until that moment, Liam had believed no one could possibly look more exuberant than this silly little peacock. He’d been wrong. The mention of Faust had her eyes lighting with rapture. Her pretty pink lips parted and those dimples deepened. “You’re Mephistopheles!”

      Harlow executed a chivalrous bow. “At your service.”

      Her answering laughter had Liam frowning. Something about the sound was…well, not off-putting, necessarily. More like disarming.

      The orchestra started up on the far side of the room, and the crowd around them seemed to take that as their cue to move en masse.

      A group of loud revelers jostled behind the girl, and with a lurch, she was falling toward him. Instinct had him reaching out to save her, and next thing he knew, he had a mass of feathers and dark brown curls in his arms.

      “Oh!” She took a quick step back the moment the raucous group passed, and her admittedly adorable dimpled cheeks were even decidedly pinker than they had been a moment before.

      Curse it. He hadn’t meant to take liberties, and he certainly hadn’t intended to make her uncomfortable. His voice came out a big gruffer than intended. “You shouldn’t be unescorted in this crowd.”

      Her brows hitched up in surprise. “Oh, I do have an escort. It’s just…” She looked around her, and he wondered if she had any idea how ridiculous she looked.

      A petite little thing, the girl came no higher than his chest, and every which way she turned she was faced with shoulders, backs, and bosoms. “I seem to have gotten separated from my friends.”

      She didn’t look nearly as concerned about this as she ought, in Liam’s opinion. He opened his mouth to inform her of all the dangers that could potentially befall a young, unescorted, naive beauty like her, but Harlow—ever the charmer—beat him to it. “What my taciturn friend here means is that you might very well be crushed underfoot in this crowd.” He offered her an arm in another ridiculously gallant gesture, and Liam rolled his eyes at his friend’s antics. “Might we offer safe passage, m’lady?”

      Liam did not have time for this.

      He definitely didn’t have time for her, even if his protective instincts told him that Harlow was right. He ought to see her safely to her escort. But finding her irresponsible friends who’d lost her in the first place could take ages in this crowd, and he was meant to be in the library on the far end of this large manor ages ago.

      “I’m sure they're close,” the young lady was saying. “There’s really no need.”

      Harlow argued. Liam did not. He was already tense with frustration thanks to this crowd that was keeping him from his duty. It was the only reason he’d accepted the invitation to this house party, and as soon as his work here was done, he and Harlow and his cousin Louisa could go back to his home in London.

      “But I insist,” Harlow said.

      Liam eyed his friend. Stop insisting. He couldn’t say that aloud, of course, but as lifelong friends surely Harlow could sense his impatience…

      “Please, allow us to take you to your friends,” Harlow continued.

      Or not. Liam heaved a sigh. He would have pushed and shoved his way through the wave of masked revelers still piling in near the front hall if doing so wouldn’t have drawn undue attention. As it was, he and Harlow were forced to plod their way through, shuffling along at a snail’s pace.

      “Oh!” The young lady craned her neck, which sent the ludicrous array of plumage about her head bobbing dangerously in his direction. “I see them just over there.” She lifted a hand and gave an enthusiastic wave.

      He followed her gaze and, considering he had a vast height advantage, he saw that she was, in fact, waving to a cluster of young dandies who were laughing obnoxiously among themselves and entirely unaware of the young lady pretending to belong to them.

      He stared down at her with a furrowed brow, briefly debating whether he ought to confront her with the lie or let her go.

      She found an opening in the crowd and departed before he’d decided. Harlow opened his mouth, but Liam stopped his protest with a hand on his friend’s arm. “Let her go. You and I have more important matters to attend to.”

      “Yes, yes,” Harlow said with a world-weary sigh. “Why enjoy the company of a charming young lady when we can go court danger for no pay and little recognition.”

      Liam gave a huff of amusement as he forged ahead against the sea of people that stood between him and his mission. “I told you, you didn’t have to come.”

      “And allow you and Louisa to have all the fun?” Harlow shot back.

      “Louisa has nothing to do with this. She merely refused to stay behind once she heard there’d be entertainment and fun to be had.”

      “Yes, you certainly look as though you’re enjoying the entertainment,” Harlow drawled.

      He shot his friend a sidelong look, and his eyes caught on the ridiculous mask.

      Ridiculous though it might be, it did hide Harlow’s features. He winced as he realized some of his troubles this evening would have been avoided if he’d taken Louisa’s advice and worn a blasted mask like most of the other men here tonight.

      “So what’s with the cloak-and-dagger mission, anyway?” Harlow asked. “I thought you were done with the military part of your life.”

      “I am. You know I am.” As a child, he’d always thought the military would be his lifelong career. His uncle had been the viscount then, and Liam’s cousin had been the heir. But only one year into his service to the crown, his cousin had fallen ill and died. His uncle had called him home to learn all he needed to for that time when he inherited the title.

      The time had come two years ago. And while Liam did not resent this new life, he remembered his brief career in the army fondly and prized the friendships he’d made there.

      And when one of those friends, Captain Andrew Miller, reached out to ask for his help to obtain some encrypted intelligence…well, the least he could do was see it through.

      Which was why he was here. At a blasted house party. Surrounded by the sort of gently bred dandies and chits who made him wonder how the British empire still existed when these twits were at its helm.

      When they reached the front hall, Liam turned to his friend with an outstretched hand. “Lend me your mask.”

      “You want my mask?” Harlow’s surprise was easy to understand.

      Liam may have mentioned once or twice—or a hundred times—how ridiculous he found these masquerades. “I’ll give it back in a moment. I just want to cut through this crowd without calling attention to myself.”

      “And what about me?” Harlow asked.

      But his old friend was already untying the mask.

      “You’re only coming along as a lookout,” he reminded his friend. “I won’t go dragging you into danger⁠—”

      “I thought you said there was no danger involved in this mission.”

      “There likely won’t be,” Liam said as he took the mask and donned it. “But even so, the captain tasked me with retrieving this message, and I mean to see it through personally.”

      “Very well,” Harlow said as they once more plunged into the fray. “But do you even know what you’re looking for?”

      “Not precisely.” The details he’d been given were few, but he supposed spying was like that. “I know where the missive is hidden.”

      “I hope someone else doesn’t beat you to it,” Harlow said.

      Liam scoffed. “It’s not likely any other guests are going to be forgoing this madness to loiter in the manor’s library, now is it?”
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      Rose had lied.

      A fact that still plagued her some ten minutes later, even though she told herself it wasn’t a crime to tell a little white lie to an overbearing brute.

      She hadn’t found her friends, though they were around this palatial manor somewhere. But truth be told, she’d merely wanted to find a moment to herself. And at last, she’d found it.

      She slipped into the blissfully empty library and shut the door behind her, muting the music and the laughter. With a loud sigh of relief, she slumped back against the door and breathed in the most magnificent scent in the world.

      Books.

      Old books. New books. Great books. Bad books. Didn’t matter. They all smelled deliriously good, and Rose had been waiting to find a moment alone in this room since she’d arrived with her friend Aubrey and her husband Drew days before.

      No candles had been lit in this private area of the marquess’s manor, but the moonlight coming in through the great windows across from her made it easy enough to find her way to the bookshelves to her right. It was impossible to read the titles on the spines, but for now it was enough to touch them. Trailing her hand over them lightly, she made her way into the farthest corner before continuing her walk along the far wall. She gazed up, seeing nothing but books as far as her eyes could see. Even in this dim lighting, it was a thing of beauty.

      To think, Sarah had been raised here amid all this. Rose’s smile was wistful as she let her head fall back so she might better take in the view of the shelves at the top. No wonder her redheaded friend was such a romantic at heart. Who wouldn’t be when they’d been raised within a veritable fairy tale?

      She continued her stroll about the room, already planning which section she would start with when she returned during daylight hours tomorrow. First thing in the morning, when everyone else was still sleeping.

      She’d start with poetry, of course, assuming Ashburn’s library held any. She gaped upward again. With a library this size, it would have to hold some poetry. Shakespeare’s sonnets, at the very least. Perhaps an epic Greek poem.

      When she reached the windows, she found the spot where she would sit in silence. Two overstuffed chairs were drawn together near a small table. It looked so comfortable, she couldn’t resist having a seat, leaning back…

      “Ouch.” She hissed with pain as one of her dratted feathers poked into her skull. When she tried to straighten the ridiculous hair ornament, she only managed to pull a lock of hair and tip the whole thing sideways.

      She muttered a curse no lady ought to know. But then, she wasn’t truly a lady. Well, she was as far as society was concerned, but only just. She had the connections, of course. Her father was a baronet, and her uncle had married an earl’s daughter.

      But when it came to day-to-day life, Rose had learned that connections mattered far less than wealth. A title was all well and good, but when one did not have a farthing to one’s name, a title was essentially useless.

      Which, of course, was why she was here. To find a good husband. Or at least, a rich one. Spending time with her friends from Miss Bellafonte’s finishing school was an added benefit.

      But her mother’s list of wealthy, eligible bachelors was currently stashed in the drawer beside her bed, a constant reminder of what was expected of her.

      What was required if she and her family wished to survive.

      She’d do her best to do her duty while she was here, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t enjoy herself in the meantime. With that thought, Rose began to unpin the headpiece she so abhorred.

      Not that she’d ever have admitted to her loathing of all things peacock to another living soul. Her friends would have very sweetly gone and bought her something new. And she would have had to smile and say thank you and pretend that accepting their charity didn’t kill her.

      With a sigh of relief, the last pin came out and her skull was released from its agony.

      This costume had been her mother’s, and Rose was grateful for it. She’d worked tirelessly these last few nights to take in the waist and bring up the hem so that it fit properly.

      She supposed now she should have paid an equal amount of attention to the headpiece. Maybe she could have found some way to make the feathers a bit more bearable, and maybe even more manageable.

      She clapped a hand over her mouth at the thought of that surly man’s face. A viscount, his friend had said. She certainly hoped he wasn’t one of the men on her list. What a beast!

      At first, she’d felt sorry that he’d been yet another victim in her headpiece’s assault on humanity, but one look at his scowl had changed all that. Oh, she didn’t wish ill upon the large overbearing man, certainly, but his irritation made the situation far more entertaining.

      Laughing softly, she leaned to the side, letting her head rest against the armchair as she gazed out at the moonlit lawn. This place was surely heaven. A girl could fall asleep here. She heaved a sigh that turned to a gasp when her hand fell upon a book.

      The book seemed to have been wedged between the chair and the window’s ledge, as though someone had dropped it.

      She made a tsking sound of dismay. Who could have treated a book so carelessly? She gingerly plucked it out from where it had been stashed…or abandoned. Leaning forward, she caught a glimpse of the title in the moonlight.

      Rose shot to her feet as her heart gave a furious thud. No, it couldn’t have been.

      It was too ridiculous to think it.

      She moved closer to the window and angled the spine just so, and…there. In a script that looked silver in the moonlight, the words were legible. Lyrical Ballads, with Other Poems.

      “Wordsworth.” She breathed the poet’s name like a prayer.

      For that was what this discovery felt like.

      A miracle.

      Her breathing shallow, Rose moved so she was standing behind the opposite armchair so she might rest her weight against it. She didn’t trust herself to stand upright. The thick curtain beside her seemed to muffle the sound of her labored breathing, but her heart was pounding loudly in her ears.

      It was all too ridiculous. Rose might have loved to escape into romantic novels and breathtaking poetry, but she resided in the real world.

      And in the real world, miracles did not happen.

      Not to her, at least.

      But what other explanation could there be? She closed her eyes, and for a moment, she was back at the maypole on that fateful morning more than a month ago now. She and her friends had snuck out of their finishing school before dawn to dance about the maypole that had been erected in Mayfair.

      They’d made wishes. It had been Rose’s idea, even. Of course it had been. Rose could never resist a good romantic notion, and what was more farfetched and whimsical than making wishes?

      She’d never expected them to come true.

      But first Aubrey had gotten her wish, a puppy—with a duke to go right along with it. Then Camilla had received her chemistry set—and of course, the marquess who’d given it to her. And Sarah…well, Sarah hadn’t yet found her knight in shining armor. But she would, Rose knew. Sarah could marry any man she wished, thanks to her dowry and her family connections. It was just a matter of time before she fell in love with her very own hero. And Sarah could afford to wait.

      But Rose…she couldn’t afford anything. Especially not time. And certainly not precious poetry books. That was why she’d made a wish for this very volume. This book that she now held in her hand.

      She gave her head a quick shake and laughed aloud at her own silliness.

      It was a book. It might have been the book, but it was still just a book. And she was still in a library.

      “Silly girl,” she muttered to herself. For a moment there, she’d let herself think that this was some sort of sign. Some flicker of hope that her fortunes were changing.

      She laughed again. It was just a book. But she couldn’t resist a peek inside. After all, she’d been dying to get her hands on this book ever since it was published. The moment she cracked it open, a slip of paper started to fall. She caught it neatly, and when she lifted it to the moonlight, she gasped anew.

      O my luve’s like a red, red ROSE…

      “Rose” was even capitalized in the first line of Robert Burns’s poem. The poem continued in a handwritten scrawl, though some words were wrong or misspelled.

      It was the most curious thing, but her gaze kept coming back to her name.

      It felt almost as if… Well, almost as if this book was meant for her. As if there was a love letter left inside just for her.

      Her gaze ran over the words again and again, over her name, clear as day in some unknown gentleman’s hand.

      It was too much of a coincidence. The book she’d wished for, with her name inside, hidden beside the chair that had called to her.

      Her eyes welled with unexpected tears as she clapped a hand to her mouth once more, not sure if she meant to laugh or cry.

      Was this really happening? Could wishes really come true…even for her?

      Before she could begin to consider it, a sound at the library’s door made her still. The doorknob twisted, and then it opened a crack.

      Her heart raced as her lungs hitched in panic.

      A male voice was only just audible, but it was so much closer than the distant sound of revelry.

      Oh no.

      Oh dear.

      She glanced around her as if some exit might have miraculously formed behind her. She glanced at the book in her hands. Perhaps two miracles in one day was a bit much to hope for.

      But even so…

      She took in the large windows, but there was no time to open them and clamber out without being caught.

      The door began to inch open, as if the newcomer was trying not to be seen or heard.

      Without any other options, Rose dropped to the floor, the book and its note still clutched tightly in her hands.

      Please don’t be a romantic rendezvous.

      Oh please, don’t let me be caught.

      She offered up frantic prayers as she burrowed into the curtain. Between the armchair in front of her and the dark shadows of the curtain, her only hope was that this stranger would not find her.

      This newcomer let the door partially open, and between the moonlight and the light from the door she could tell that it was a man. A tall man. And he was alone.

      Oh sweet heavens, she would be ruined if she were discovered here.

      She held her breath as the man moved quietly through the room. He had no candle, and he seemed to move with purpose.

      She fought the urge to lean forward to see what he was doing. Whatever could he be about? From her perch behind the armchair, she could hear him moving about near the table before her. She flinched, her heart leaping in terror as he moved the chair opposite.

      She just barely refrained from letting out a squeak of fear as the man let out a curse in a low hiss.

      And then he was moving again, but this time away from her. She was just about to let out a sigh of relief when he turned back. Framed in the doorway, she caught a glimpse of him and that little sound of panic finally escaped just as the door closed behind him.

      The man’s face hadn’t been clear, but the mask was one she’d never forget.

      She’d just seen the devil. Or Mephistopheles, at least. She glanced down at the book in her hand.

      And she was fairly certain she’d accidentally stolen his book.
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