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        She took the dare.

        Lady Gemma Brooks was still in her awkward phase when a spiteful young woman dared her to ask the unattainable Duke of Grovemont for a dance. Gemma accepted, not for herself, but to protect the other wallflowers from malicious gossip. But what began as a harmless dare spiraled into scandal, and Gemma soon finds herself forced into an unexpected marriage with a man she barely knows. 

      

        

      
        He paid the price.

        Lucian Banks, the Duke of Grovemont, was still grieving his mother’s death when a simple wedding invitation turned his life upside down. Never did he imagine that his friend’s younger sister would draw him into a compromising situation, one that led to a hasty marriage. As a gentleman, Lucian will do his duty, but he’s convinced that Gemma trapped him, and has no plans to play the role of doting husband. 

      

        

      
        Can love bloom from obligation?

        Lucian leaves London without a word, abandoning his new bride. But when he returns a year later, he’s shocked to find that the awkward girl he left behind has transformed into a stunning beauty and the toast of the ton. When the truth about their marriage finally comes to light, Lucian embarks on a mission to win his wife’s heart. Will Gemma be able to resist the man who once spurned her, especially when he turns from cold and distant to irresistibly charming?

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear Reader,

      I hope you enjoy spending time with Gemma and Lucien. This book is particularly special to me because it has a similar plot to one of my favorite romance novels of all time, the incomparable Judith McNaught’s, Something Wonderful. This book is meant an homage to Ms. McNaught, an author whose books helped me through many difficult times in my life.

      With this note, I’d like to address the fact that a divorce would have been extremely unlikely during the Regency. One would not have been granted without Lucien’s approval, if not his instigation. However, there were some successful divorces during the era, and I’d like to think that Gemma, the daughter and sister of a duke, a duchess in her own right, and an eternal optimist, would have believed she might very well be one of the lucky ones who succeeded in procuring one.

      I’ve written this before, but it bears repeating that, as a storyteller, I’m more concerned with the ‘what ifs’ than the ‘why nots’. I greatly enjoy taking a bit of license in order to bring you the most amusing romp-like ‘what if’ my imagination can conjure.

      Thank you so much for reading my stories. You are the reason I spend my time writing.

      Valerie
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        London, May 1817, The Duke of Southbury’s Wedding Ball

      

      

      Lady Gemma Brooks had endured all she intended to from Lady Mary Costner. The young woman was a veritable snake. And while her behavior was somehow tolerated at ton balls, this was Gemma’s older brother’s wedding, and Gemma refused to allow Lady Mary to employ her usual antics to keep the wallflowers from dancing. The nasty chit had the lot of them frightened half out of their slippers.

      But Gemma wasn’t frightened.

      And she intended to let Lady Mary know as much. Immediately.

      Gemma already had an entire Season’s worth of experience dealing with Lady Mary. Unfortunately, neither of them had received offers last year, but Gemma wasn’t about to let Lady Mary ruin another Season.

      Gemma’s brother, Griffin, and his best friend, Meredith, had married yesterday morning at St. Paul’s. It had been a huge affair and tonight’s celebratory ball at Griffin’s town house wasn’t much smaller. The large house was packed to the rafters with well-wishers. But the dance floor in the center of the ballroom was nearly empty at the moment. Lady Mary had made it clear that any young lady who danced would have vicious rumors spread about her. She wanted all the eligible gentlemen for herself. It was ridiculous, and it was time to put a stop to it.

      Gemma possessed two faults. Well, at least two. But there were two that she readily acknowledged, the two that frequently got her into trouble. The first was that she had a tendency to insert herself in business that was not her own, especially when she felt the person or persons whose business it was required assistance. And the second was that she was impatient. Supremely impatient. Her mama always told her she was so impatient she’d been born nearly two months earlier than expected. Her birthday was in the late spring. And there was no lovelier season than spring. Gemma liked to tease that she simply hadn’t wanted to miss it.

      Tonight was no different. Once she’d decided to confront Lady Mary, Gemma refused to let another moment pass without doing so. She marched directly up to the young lady and tapped her on the shoulder. The shorter blond woman turned with an ice-cold fake smile frozen on her face.

      Mary was everything Gemma was not. Mary was petite. Gemma was too tall. Mary was blond. Gemma was dark-haired. Mary had heavenly blue eyes. Gemma’s eyes were dark-brown. Mary’s bosom was perfect. Gemma’s was flat as a saucer. There were a dozen other differences, but only one counted as far as Gemma was concerned. Lady Mary might be the image of perfect womanhood, according to the collective tastes of the ton, but Gemma had a much better temperament. She actually cared about people and pets and making friends. Lady Mary didn’t have a friend to her name. And she didn’t appear to care about anything either. Other than making the best match, of course.

      Gemma didn’t give a fig that her own looks weren’t up to snuff. There were much more important things than beauty, after all. She was about to turn twenty and she’d still yet to blossom. She was to be a “late bloomer,” Mama assured her. Mama had been one too. Of course, Mama had bloomed into one of the ton’s most noted beauties in her day. Gemma could only hope she’d inherited half of Mama’s loveliness. In the meantime, despite her large dowry and esteemed family name, she might not be attracting any of the ton’s most eligible bachelors herself, but she certainly refused to sit on her hands and allow Lady Mary to keep Gemma’s friends from finding good matches.

      “Why, Gemma, whatever could you want?” Lady Mary blinked at Gemma condescendingly, the fake smile still plastered to her face.

      “May I speak with you privately for a moment, Mary?” Gemma attempted to keep her face entirely blank. She’d never been much good at pretending, but Lady Mary never acted the slightest bit awful in the presence of her mother. Though something told her that Lady Mary’s mother would approve. They both seemed to be cut from the same nasty cloth.

      “I suppose,” Lady Mary sighed before picking up her peach-colored skirts, excusing herself to her sour-faced mother, and making her way toward the far wall with Gemma at her side.

      When they were alone, Gemma crossed her arms over her chest and glared at Lady Mary. Why the awful girl had even been invited to Griffin and Meredith’s wedding was anyone’s guess, but Gemma suspected it had been Mama’s insistence that everyone be invited to her only son’s wedding. After all, it was an event Mama had anticipated for far too long if you asked her. And despite the fact that Lady Mary was more reptile than human, she was the daughter of an earl which, unfortunately, qualified her as “everyone” in their world.

      “I want you to leave the other young ladies alone tonight,” Gemma said succinctly, scowling at the girl.

      Lady Mary’s light brows shot up. Then her face transformed into the picture of innocence. “Whatever could you mean? Am I bothering the other young ladies?” She touched her pearls and blinked her thin blond eyelashes at Gemma.

      Gemma narrowed her eyes and tapped her white slipper against the marble floor. “You know you are. Now, tell me what you want in exchange for leaving them alone tonight.”

      Mary’s mouth formed a small O. She lifted her nose in the air and sniffed, nearly as if she was affronted by the notion. “I have no earthly idea what you’re talking about.”

      Oh, no. Mary wasn’t about to feign ignorance. Gemma had been watching her all evening. Mary would sidle past some poor unsuspecting girl who had dared to dance with an eligible bachelor and quietly say something nasty to her. Something only the two of them could hear. Then her victim would lift her skirts and rush from the ballroom, a panicked look on her face. If the poor girl dared to re-enter the ballroom at all, she would remain firmly ensconced along the far side of the room with all the other wallflowers. It was a pattern Gemma had seen repeated time and again, not just tonight but the entirety of last Season. And Gemma was tired of it. Mary had no right to tell all the other unmarried young ladies what to do. The marriage mart was not her personal playground.

      But tormentors like Mary were predictable. They did things out of fear. Fear that they wouldn’t get what they wanted. And everyone in the ton knew what Mary wanted. She wanted an offer from the Duke of Grovemont, the most eligible of all the bachelors, now that Griffin was spoken for, of course.

      Last year, during their debut, Grovemont had been called away to the country to tend to his ailing mother. Mary had remained unmarried all Season, awaiting his return. Grovemont’s poor mama had died last summer. And now that their second Season had begun and Grovemont was out of mourning, Mary had made it clear to one and all that she, and she alone, intended to wring an offer from him.

      Of course, it didn’t matter that Grovemont had shown absolutely no interest in Mary. Until he did show interest, Mary intended to continue to keep a firm grip on the social prospects of the rest of the young ladies, scaring them away from every other eligible gentleman, simply out of spite as far as Gemma could tell. If Mary wasn’t getting any offers, neither would any of the other girls.

      “You know precisely what I’m talking about,” Gemma retorted, tapping her gloved fingertips along her arms as she kept them tightly folded across her chest. “What do you want in order to leave everyone alone? Name your price.” In addition to being predictable, tormentors like Mary always had a price. It was simply a matter of learning what it was.

      “Price? Ha. I hardly want money. Besides,” Mary’s assessing gaze swept Gemma up and down, obviously finding her lacking, “you couldn’t get me what I want.”

      “You don’t know that,” Gemma replied, cocking her head to the side, arms still tightly folded. She might be the younger sister of a duke, but Gemma knew she was too tall, too gangly, too inelegant, and far too plain for Mary to be threatened by. But that was precisely why Gemma wasn’t afraid of her. Well, that and the fact that fear just wasn’t in the blood of the Southbury family. Griffin had fought valiantly in the Peninsular War when he had no good reason to. Gemma wasn’t about to allow an overly pampered debutante who acted like a queen to frighten her away. “What do you want?” she reiterated.

      Gemma watched as Mary contemplated the matter. Her mean little brain was clearly hard at work. She would come up with something humiliating and ridiculous. Gemma already knew that. But Gemma didn’t care. Because Gemma had something Mary could only dream about: the absolute absence of giving a toss what others thought of her. Gemma would do any silly, outlandish thing to ensure Mary allowed the other girls to enjoy themselves tonight.

      Gemma knew when Mary had settled on the perfect torment. A bright gleam illuminated her pale-blue eyes, and a devious, catlike smile curled her thin lips. “Fine,” Mary said, barely able to contain her snide little glow. “I dare you to convince Grovemont to dance with me.”
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      Gemma rolled her eyes. She should have known Mary wouldn’t have understood how such things worked. She would just have to explain it to her pea-sized brain. “I cannot control other people,” Gemma elucidated slowly as if speaking to a child. “Grovemont hasn’t danced with anyone. He hasn’t even been seen in public until tonight. He’s been in mourning for his mother.”

      “I know that, of course,” Mary retorted, smugness oozing from every pore. “But that’s hardly my problem. It’s yours now.”

      Gemma shook her head. Of course, Mary didn’t care that the poor Duke of Grovemont was no doubt still sad about his dead mother. She was truly awful. She’d clearly only chosen the dare because she knew it was impossible to win. “Look, I assumed you would ask me to do something embarrassing or outlandish. What if I ask him to dance with me? Won’t it be enough that he’s certain to refuse?”

      Gemma expelled her breath in frustration. Did Gemma truly have to explain to this girl how to use her offer against her? You’d think a young woman as well-versed in terrorizing others as Mary would have already puzzled out such details. But it seemed that in addition to being a nasty bit of baggage, Mary was also a dullard. The nastiest people always were, weren’t they?

      Mary pursed her lips and contemplated this new bit of information for a moment. “But I want to dance with him.” She stamped her foot. “What would I get out of making you ask him to dance?”

      “The pleasure of seeing me embarrassed when he rejects me?” Gemma offered, blinking at her rapidly and giving her a tight smile. Lord save her from dolts.

      Mary tapped at her chin for a few moments before another catlike smile popped to her pinched face. “Hmm. Perhaps I was too hasty,” she finally said. “You’re right. Grovemont hasn’t asked any of the debutantes to dance last Season or this one. There’s no chance he’ll dance with you. Seeing you humiliated shall be quite entertaining. Very well. I dare you to ask him to dance.” She emitted another nasty little laugh.

      Gemma expelled her breath. Honestly, that had been far too simple. So simple she didn’t trust the offer one whit. She’d do it, of course. But first, she needed Lady Mary’s word, whatever that was worth.

      “Let me ensure I have the right of it,” Gemma said, tugging at her naked earlobe. Much to her mother’s dismay, she refused to wear earbobs. They made her ears ache, and she was forever worried she’d lose one of them. “If I ask Grovemont to dance, regardless of whether he agrees, you give your word that you’ll leave all the other girls alone for the rest of the evening?”

      “Yes,” Mary replied far too quickly.

      “You’ll allow them to dance with whomever they please and say nothing to any of them?” Gemma further clarified, her gaze still narrowed on Mary.

      “Yes,” Mary said more slowly this time, her pale-blue eyes gleaming. “You have my word.”

      “Very well.” Gemma nodded and promptly turned to search the large crowd for the Duke of Grovemont. Frankly, the offer seemed far too good to be true. All Gemma had to do was ask the man to dance? Easy enough. A bit unconventional, of course, but certainly not unheard of. Grovemont would no doubt quickly decline, Gemma would thank him for his time, and that would be the end of it. Mama wouldn’t like it if she got wind of it, but she would understand once Gemma explained the situation. Probably.

      Honestly, the request seemed entirely too easy. Only Mary was too senseless to know that asking Grovemont to dance, and even being turned down by him, wouldn’t bother Gemma one whit. What did she care if some arrogant duke with more money than sense refused to dance with her? Mary had made a classic mistake. She’d assumed the thing that would mortify her would also mortify her opponent. But nothing could be further from the truth.

      Gemma completed her search of the ballroom. “I don’t see him.”

      Mary stamped her foot again and scowled. She, too, was searching the crowd. “Where did he go? I had my eye on him until you came traipsing over with your silly offer.”

      “Don’t worry,” Gemma said, rolling her eyes again. “I’ll find him. But do keep an eye out. I have no intention of having to prove to you that I’ve asked him to dance. And I’m only going to do it once. So pay attention.”

      “Oh, I’ll be watching,” Mary confirmed. Her catty smile had transformed into more of a crocodile’s, all gaping lips and far too many visible teeth.

      Gemma distinctly disliked the young woman’s tone. But no matter. It would be well worth enduring Mary’s gloating if she would leave Gemma’s friends alone to enjoy the rest of wedding ball. Without another word, Gemma lifted her skirts and took off in the direction of the wedding party. Someone there had to know where the Duke of Grovemont had got off to.
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      “Have you seen the Duke of Grovemont, by chance?” Gemma asked Lord Trentham in her most nonchalant voice. The Marquess of Trentham was the bride’s older brother and the fourth person she’d asked this same question in nearly as many minutes.

      “Seems as if I’ve seen him round here somewhere,” Lord Trentham answered, glancing about.

      Drat. Trentham’s answer was the same as the others. Apparently Grovemont had left the ballroom. Gemma had searched everywhere. What if he’d left the ball? She hadn’t been watching him the way Mary obviously had, but Gemma had seen him. He’d looked melancholy. Poor man. He’d waited the requisite six months after his mother’s death before returning to Society, of course, for propriety’s sake, but Gemma could only imagine how sad she would be if her mother died. She didn’t even like to think of it.

      No doubt Grovemont had merely made a brief appearance at Griffin’s wedding ball because they were friends. Perhaps Grovemont had already left. Honestly, Gemma wouldn’t blame him.

      She hated to interrupt Griffin and Meredith on their special day, but Griffin was sitting at the head table waiting for Meredith to return from the lady’s retiring room. Now was as good a time as any to ask him a question.

      She lifted her pink skirts and made her way over to Griffin.

      “Gemma, dear, there you are!” Griffin nearly shouted. Her brother, who was rarely intoxicated, was clearly feeling very little pain tonight. He had been drinking champagne and dancing with his lovely bride all evening. It was a joy to see Griff so happy. It had taken him forever to admit his love for his best friend, Meredith. He’d finally declared himself last year, and Mama had spent the entire autumn and winter planning the wedding. There was much to celebrate.

      “You look happy, Griffin,” Gemma said, giving him a tight hug.

      “I am happy, poppet.” His smile was enormous.

      “You’d best enjoy yourself,” Gemma continued. “I’ve little doubt Mama will be over soon insisting that you and Meredith go to bed.” They all knew Mama had been counting the days until a grandson could be born.

      Griffin’s eyes widened. “What do you know of it, poppet?” he asked, watching her from the corner of his eye.

      “Enough to know you’ll be in trouble if there isn’t an heir to the dukedom born in precisely nine months,” Gemma replied. Oh, she already knew all about what happened between a man and a woman in bed. She’d overheard Mama’s whist-playing, wine-drinking lady friends talk about such things when they thought she was abed. But the real education had come from Meredith. Meredith had grown up without a mother and had apparently been woefully ignorant of how such things worked. She’d sat Gemma down last Season to ensure she was fully educated in what went on between a couple in the bedchamber.

      Honestly, from what Gemma had heard, the entire act seemed slightly ridiculous. But she wasn’t the one getting married tonight. She had ages before she would have to worry about such things. Not only was she in no rush to marry, but she also hardly expected to be asked until she finally blossomed, which, according to Mama, might well be another entire year from now, if not longer.

      Which was why Gemma was so set on helping the other young ladies. As the sister of a duke and a lady in possession of a large dowry, she would have no issue procuring an offer of marriage eventually, even if she ended up being only half as lovely as Mama. But the other poor wallflowers, some of whose families were counting on them to make a good match, shouldn’t have to endure Mary’s machinations. Hence Gemma’s search for Grovemont in order to ask him to dance.

      She cleared her throat. She needed to sound entirely indifferent. “By the by, Griff, you haven’t happened to see the Duke of Grovemont recently, have you?”

      Griffin’s brows shot up. “Grovemont? Why are you looking for him?”

      “Oh, one of the girls was asking after him,” Gemma said, waving her hand in the air as if the matter was nothing of import.

      After her staunch defense of the wallflowers last Season, both Griffin and Meredith were well aware of Gemma’s penchant for looking out for the other girls. Griff would have no problem believing she was only searching for Grovemont because one of the wallflowers had asked.

      Besides, Griff and Mere tended to treat her like a young girl at times, fussing over her choices and reminding her to be patient. She was a woman, nineteen years old now. They needn’t worry about her any longer. Of course, Gemma had no intention of telling her brother that she planned to ask Grovemont to dance in order to keep Mary from acting like a termagant at his wedding ball. Griffin shouldn’t worry about a thing save enjoying himself tonight.

      Griffin lifted his champagne glass to his lips and frowned. “Now that I think of it, seems to me Grovemont may be in my study. Earlier he asked if he might use it for a bit.”

      “Oh, well then. I’ll have to let my friend know,” Gemma replied, trying to seem a bit sorry to hear the news. Of course, under normal circumstances, a young lady couldn’t go searching for a bachelor alone in a study. That would be scandalous. But what Griffin (and everyone else) didn’t know, wouldn’t hurt him. And Gemma had every intention of getting her task over with as quickly as possible. After all, who knew if Grovemont intended to return to the ballroom tonight?

      But how would she prove she’d asked him to dance? Hmm. Either Mary would have to take her word for it, or she would have to catch Mary’s eye and get her to follow Gemma to the study.

      Meredith returned to the table just then and after greeting Gemma with a big hug, the bride asked her new husband to dance with her. Which gave Gemma precisely the opening she needed to go in search of Grovemont.

      Waving at the happy couple as they took to the dance floor, Gemma made her way to one of the ballroom’s side doors. Just before she slipped through it, she glanced around to ensure Mary was watching.

      Gemma needn’t have worried. The girl’s bright eyes were fixed on her. Excellent. Mary could follow and see for herself. That would be best. Gemma tipped her head toward the corridor and nodded meaningfully before disappearing through the door. Even a fool like Mary had to have understood her meaning.
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      Lucian Banks, the Duke of Grovemont, had been reclining in a large, leather chair in Southbury’s study for the better part of half an hour. He was enjoying some of Southbury’s finest brandy. Alone. Nearly in the dark. Which was his preferred company lately. Tonight was one of the first times he’d ventured back into Society since his mother’s death last summer.

      The previous nine months still seemed completely unreal to Lucian. He’d loved his mother fiercely. Discovering she’d become unexpectedly ill with a weak heart had been a blow. Her untimely death was something from which he would not soon recover.

      Lucian had never cared much for Society events, and this Season he cared even less. His mother had adored all the parties and dinners and dancing and fêtes. He smiled wryly. She would have loved it here tonight.

      Mama and Griffin Brooks’s mother, the recently made dowager Duchess of Southbury, had been thick as thieves. And Lucian was a friend to both Southbury and his new brother-in-law, the Marquess of Trentham. Which was the only reason Lucian was here tonight. To wish his friend and his new bride well. He was happy for Southbury. And the man was obviously in love.

      Lucian settled back into the chair and expelled his breath. Soon, he would have to do the same thing Southbury had done—take a wife. For on his mother’s deathbed, Lucian had promised her that he would, indeed, finally settle down. He would produce the Grovemont heir as she’d always wanted. He only wished his mother would be here. Not only to meet the young lady of his choosing, but also to meet his future son. He swallowed hard. Damn. It hurt to even have that thought. Mama would never meet her grandson. His chest tightened.

      Lucian tossed back the rest of the brandy in the glass. It was his own fault for waiting so long to marry. He was thirty years old already. And no amount of brandy would turn back the clock. He would have to live with that regret the rest of his days.

      Frankly, he’d arrived here tonight with the intention of taking a closer look at this year’s crop of debutantes.

      He’d gone to a few parties earlier in the Season with the same inclination. But most of the young ladies were huddled together against the wall.

      Having avoided it like the pox for most of his adult life, Lucian didn’t know much about the marriage mart, but he knew enough from Mama’s stories to know that one didn’t look for one’s wife among the wallflowers.

      Tonight, he’d arrived to find the same confounding situation. Almost all the young ladies were packed together against the far wall like a herd of frightened sheep. Even at Southbury’s wedding ball. So odd.

      Lucian had glanced over the lot of them. Nary a one caught his interest. They seemed a timid lot, not making eye contact with him and outright shying away when he’d strode near them to get a better look.

      Was he that intimidating? Lord save him from simpering maidens. He preferred a young woman who’d look him in the eye at the very least. Was that too much to hope for?

      There had even been one young lady—one with blond hair and a pinched face—who had stared at him so pointedly he’d been loath to glance at her again. Something about her determined look made him hie off in the opposite direction. Quickly.

      The bridal prospects were not particularly promising. Which was why he’d taken his leave of the cacophony in the ballroom to enjoy a drink in the quiet of Southbury’s study.

      Lucian scrubbed a hand through his hair. Should he pour himself another brandy? Probably not. He’d been poor enough company tonight as it was. He didn’t need to add being a drunkard.

      He should simply wish his friend Southbury well once more and go home. He lived just around the corner. It would be a short walk.

      Lucian stood and expelled his breath again. His mission to find a wife this Season would not be a particularly pleasant one. But he would go about it in a logical manner. The same way he did everything.

      He would put together a mental list of the most promising unmarried ladies, pay a call on each of them, and see which was the least uninteresting and most pleasing to look at. Because most of them seemed uninteresting, honestly. His wife might as well be beautiful. Beautiful and interesting seemed far too much to hope for, given the ladies he’d seen to date.

      He shuddered to think of a lifetime leg-shackled to a woman who couldn’t carry on an intelligent conversation with him. How had Southbury managed to find Meredith? Had his friend succeeded in marrying the last beautiful, interesting lady in the ton? A depressing thought, that.

      At any rate, there would be plenty of time over the remainder of the Season to pick through the debutantes for the least skittish, best-looking one of the lot. Though he did not relish the task. Tonight, however, it was time to take his leave.

      And he would…in a moment. He stared out over the desk, lost in thought.

      “There you are,” came a voice from the slightly open doorway.

      The voice shook him from his thoughts. Narrowing his eyes, Lucian stood and made his way to the door. When he pulled it open all the way, a tall, thin, coltish-looking young lady stood there staring at him as if she knew him.

      A look akin to relief covered her face. A face that had features that were far too large but somehow still compelling. Her dark eyes were particularly alert and intelligent.

      Lucian frowned. She’d said, “There you are.” He fought the urge to look behind him. He was the only one in the study. She’d been looking for him? That was odd.

      She quickly stepped inside and closed the door, causing him to step back. He narrowed his eyes on her, taking in her frame from the top of her head, which was a mass of short, dark messy curls, to the bottom of her extremely expensive light-pink gown that skimmed the floor. She wore an exquisite diamond necklace but, curiously, no earbobs. She was tall and quite thin. The effect being that she seemed a mass of arms and legs. But it was her eyes that made the deepest impression. Expressive, dark, and huge. Almost too big for her face. Intent and full of curiosity and intelligence.

      He didn’t have long to contemplate the gangly girl because she immediately said, “Your Grace,” and bobbed a quick curtsy to him.

      Deeply ingrained manners caused Lucian to bow immediately, but the frown remained on his face. Why was she acting as if they knew each other? He’d never seen her before. He was certain of it. She looked quite young, but if he’d seen her in the flock of debutantes earlier, he would have remembered her. This young lady didn’t have a farthing’s worth of retiring shyness in her body. If she’d been there, she would have been standing in front of the herd.

      And she looked him directly in the eye.

      “Good evening, Miss… Miss…” He’d never had an unknown young woman accost him in a study before. Or anywhere else for that matter. She should have been introduced to him formally by either her mother or another older lady who knew them both.

      “First,” the young lady continued in a rush, completely failing to offer her name, “I should like to say how very sorry I am about your mother’s death. She was quite a nice lady, and I’m certain you’re still ever so sad, even though you’re back in Society.”

      Lucian’s frown deepened. She knew his mother? “Thank you.”

      “I know we shouldn’t be alone together,” the young woman hastily continued, “but I need to quickly ask if you’ll do me the honor of dancing with me.”

      Lucian stared at her as if she’d just walked out of the pages of a book. A strange sort of book with unpredictable young ladies with large, dark eyes who asked impertinent, unexpected questions. “Pardon?” Had he heard her correctly? She was asking him to dance? They weren’t even in the ballroom. And again, he hadn’t been privy to the intricacies of the marriage mart, but he was fairly certain gentlemen were supposed to do the asking. This was all quite strange.

      “If you’ll just say no, I’ll be on my way,” she rattled on.

      “Wait. What?” Lucian took a step closer to her. Perhaps, if he heard her more clearly, her words might make more sense. “You’re asking me to dance and telling me to refuse you?”

      What was happening? Was this young woman mad? Did she require a doctor’s care? And where on earth was her mother? She shouldn’t be roaming Southbury’s house alone asking gentlemen she did not know to dance. Quite imprudent of her.

      She waved a clearly impatient gloved hand in the air. “Oh, I’m sorry. I forgot that part. You see? I was dared to ask you to dance. So I’m here, asking you.” She met his gaze straight on, and again he was struck by the mesmerizing depth of her eyes as well as her forthrightness. “Will you dance with me?” she finished with a kind of half-smile that would have been endearing had she not completely confused him. Her latest explanation hadn’t cleared up much of anything.

      Lucian scratched his cheek while he contemplated the matter. He’d had a bit to drink this evening, but he wasn’t so foxed he was imagining this young woman and her fathomless eyes accosting him in this study… Was he?

      “Who are you?” he asked again, hoping she would take heed that he still had no knowledge of her identity. Of course, he wasn’t about to dance with a madwoman in a room devoid of music, and he had absolutely no idea what she meant about a dare. But the more important thing at the moment was learning who she was so he could escort her back to her mother if necessary. Or perhaps he should leave her here and go in search of her mother to fetch her. Yes. That was probably the wisest course.

      “Honestly, it doesn’t matter who I am,” she said, rolling her eyes with impatience that was nearly tangible. “A simple no will suffice, and I’ll be gone.” She pointed back toward the door with a gloved finger.

      Lucian blinked at her. Was it truly that simple? Would she leave if he only said no? Perhaps he was overcomplicating the matter. “No then,” he said.

      No doubt it was rude of him to imply he wanted her gone, but with the insane way she was acting, he couldn’t even pretend to wish to remain in her company. Of course, he’d been raised to be far more mannerly than this, but it seemed prudent to see to it that this young woman leave as soon as possible.

      True to her promise, she merely nodded, an oddly satisfied look on her face. She turned toward the door, ostensibly to leave. The distinct sound of female laughter echoed in the corridor. Still frowning, Lucian pulled open the door to see the same petite, pinched-face blond girl he’d noticed staring at him in the ballroom earlier.

      A chill ran through him. She stood in front of the door, smirking and laughing.

      Lucian narrowed his eyes on her. The same urge he’d had earlier to hurry away from her overtook him. This entire affair was becoming increasingly strange with each passing moment. What precisely did this blond young lady have to do with the dark-eyed young lady’s odd dance request?

      A skitter of apprehension traced its way up Lucian’s spine. Here were two young women, obviously unchaperoned, waylaying him in the study where he’d come to find peace. This was precisely the type of thing Mama had warned him about years ago.

      “Some young ladies will stop at nothing to force a marriage proposal,” Mama had said. “As a bachelor duke, you must ensure you do nothing to encourage them or facilitate such an encounter.”

      Tonight, he’d let down his guard. He’d been tired from a long trip from the countryside yesterday, sad as usual about Mama’s death, and disheartened by the thought of trying to find a wife within a group of debutantes who looked to be wholly panic-stricken by him. And besides, he wasn’t at a ton ball tonight. This ball wasn’t part of the Season. It was Southbury’s wedding ball, for Christ’s sake.

      But that hardly mattered. Lucian needed to get out of here. Quickly.

      The dark-eyed young woman was already ahead of him, however. She’d picked up her skirts and stepped toward the door as she said, “You heard him, Mary. Remember your promise.”

      That strange statement sent alarm coursing through his veins. Promise? What promise?

      Still standing in the corridor, pinched-faced Mary opened her mouth to speak just as an older female voice rang out from behind her. “Lady Mary Costner, just what are you doing?”

      Mary swiveled on her heel as a woman with a similarly pinched face, who Lucian could only assume was her mother, stepped closer.

      “Mama! Noooooo!”
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      “Oh, dear heavens!” Lady Costner said as she stopped short after seeing Grovemont standing inside the study so close to Gemma. Gemma swallowed and stepped back toward the desk.

      “What is the meaning of this!” came Lady Costner’s shrill shriek. She promptly pulled a lacy handkerchief from her sleeve and waved it about in the air as if she was swatting at an invisible fly.

      Mary’s eyes were panicked, and her voice was low when she spoke. “Calm down, Mama. It’s nothing. We were just⁠—”

      “It’s not nothing!” Lady Costner continued in that same shrill voice. “These two were already in the room together. Alone!” She gave Gemma and Grovemont a condemning glare.

      Mary turned swiftly toward her mother, her eyes wide and pleading. “No, Mama. You mistake the case. I was alone in the room with His Grace.”

      Gemma’s brows shot up. Well, how do you like that? Apparently, Mary wasn’t half the dullard she’d thought her to be. Mary had quickly read the situation and was trying to turn it in her favor.

      A few long seconds ticked by before the same bright gleam slid into Lady Costner’s eyes. “Oh, yes. I do believe you are correct.”

      “This is preposterous,” Grovemont said, his tone thunderous.

      He was about to say more when Lady Costner opened her mouth and let out a grand shriek. It was somewhere between I’ve-seen-a-ghost and my-ladylike-sensibilities-have-been-irreparably-damaged. Impressive, actually.

      “Southbury!” Lady Costner screamed at the top of her lungs. “Your Grace! Come quickly!”

      Gemma gulped. Southbury? Why was Lady Costner calling for Griffin? Oh, no. This was not good. Not good at all. Gemma, who’d been rooted to the spot as Lady Costner’s dramatics unfolded, glanced at the duke. She bit her lip and gave him a look she hoped was filled with as much regret as she felt.

      Grovemont’s face slowly turned to a mask of stone. A muscle ticked in his jaw. And the enormity of the situation landed like an elephant’s foot on Gemma’s stomach. Her neck began to sweat, and nausea pooled in her middle. Dear God. Please don’t let me cast up my accounts in Griffin’s study in front of these people. Because if Gemma didn’t mistake her guess, this hideous woman and her scheming daughter were about to cause quite a lot of unnecessary trouble for the poor, unwitting Duke of Grovemont. And it was all Gemma’s fault.
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