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      The trouble with being an optimist was that one was often mistaken for a fool.

      “Try this one, dear,” Miss Juliet Eversaw said, holding out a gorgeous green gown in Rebecca’s direction.

      There were moments, however, when being mistaken for a simpleton was rather a boon, Rebecca decided. At the Earl of Elmwood’s estate, it seemed outright fortuitous.

      Rebecca reached for the gown with a gasp of pleasure and ignored the look Juliet shared with her friend Grace. It was filled with pity. A look of condescension that they believed she did not notice.

      Rebecca noticed. She merely chose not to care.

      It had become clear on her very first day here at the grand country estate that while Juliet and her friends looked down upon her for not being a member of the ton, they also decided to spoil her.

      Rebecca had decided to allow it.

      After all, what was the harm? It was true that they were rather patronizing. She’d overheard them gossiping about herself and her sisters on more than one occasion. And it was clear they did not have much regard for her intellect or her prospects as one of five daughters of a not-terribly-well-connected naval captain. But she was stuck here at this house party so she could either be friendly or not, and Rebecca was friendly by nature.

      “Oh, yes,” Juliet’s friend Grace gushed as she came to Rebecca’s side to admire the gown. “That will complement your eyes perfectly.”

      Rebecca’s smile of delight wasn’t the least bit feigned.

      She wasn’t a simpleton, but she did thoroughly enjoy simple pleasures. “Do you think so?”

      “Of course it will,” Juliet said. Her blonde curls bounced with her haughty sniff. “I am never wrong about these things.”

      Rebecca was certain that was true. Juliet was very clearly an expert when it came to fashion, and she was considered to be a diamond of the first water amongst the ton.

      Unlike her sisters who were happy to ignore the happenings of high society as they went about their daily life in their little seaside town of Billingham, Rebecca actually enjoyed hearing the gossip when visitors came to town. She’d even managed to snag a scandal sheet or two over the past few months leading up to this grand adventure at the Earl of Elwood’s estate.

      Well, perhaps grand adventure was putting too strong a point on it. It was more like a diplomatic foray into the unknown. Her sister Sally had been summoned by the earl himself to act as a nursemaid of sorts. She was well-trained in medicine, and from what Rebecca could tell, the elderly man was determined to be ill.

      The only reason Rebecca was here, however, was to act as her sister’s companion. In Rebecca’s opinion, she was doing a decidedly wonderful job. She held the gown up beneath her chin and regarded her reflection in the mirror. Her new friends oohed and aahed, and her smile broadened. “Are you certain you won’t mind if I wear it?” she asked Juliet.

      The statuesque blonde gave a magnanimous wave of her hand. “I’ve worn it once already,” she said. “You may as well get some use out of it.”

      Rebecca’s grin never faltered. She knew her sisters would have resented being treated as charity, particularly Minerva and Sally, but she had no such objections. After all, they were not a particularly wealthy family, and they would likely never be fully accepted into good society. If running into their mother the day before had accomplished anything, it was to drive home just how irregular their family truly was.

      Not everyone had a pirate for a mother.

      Thoughts of their mother’s betrayal and abandonment almost managed to detract from her current happy state. Almost.

      Determinedly not thinking about her mother, Rebecca held the dress up higher, letting her free hand smooth over the silk. How often did she have a chance to dress in such fine fabric? And to wear a gown such as this to her very first ball, no less.

      Well, her first real ball.

      Juliet seemed to be reading her mind. “Tell me, Rebecca. Have you ever been to a ball?”

      Rebecca’s smile didn’t falter, though she did itch to point out to the other woman that they were the same age and she was not, in fact, a child. “Of course I have.”

      Just not one outside of their little seaside town of Billingham, that was all. And never one with such an impressive guest list. Most of the balls she’d attended were ones she’d helped to host at the fort for the young officers under her father’s command. Tonight’s fete was something new entirely, and she assumed that went without saying.

      But she knew that even if it went without saying, they expected her to say it anyway. “I am so very grateful for this opportunity,” she said.

      Now that had her two new friends smiling at her with a mutual air of smug approval.

      That was fine by Rebecca. She supposed they had every right to smile at her as though she were some poor country bumpkin—since that was what she was. The daughter of a naval captain was out of her element indeed at this house party. And the daughter of a pirate?

      Well, if that information ever came to light, she’d not just be out of her element. She suspected she’d be out on her behind faster than the earl could say ‘you’re not welcome.’

      But no one here knew about their mother. She and her sister Sally were merely being judged on their father and his unusual parenting techniques. And while her father’s insistence on raising his daughters to be well educated and useful might have helped to make her seem irregular as well as unconnected and unwealthy, Rebecca didn’t mind not fitting in with this lot. Not in the least.

      “And what will you be wearing, Juliet?” she asked.

      Juliet pulled out a gown of breathtaking iridescent blue.

      “How beautiful,” Rebecca sighed.

      “You’ll cause quite a sensation in that gown,” Grace added.

      Juliet’s chin rose, a smug smile tugging at her lips. “Do you think so?”

      “Of course,” Rebecca said.

      “Just wait until the earl’s son sees you in this.” Grace’s tone held impish delight, but Rebecca stilled.

      Her sister’s attachment to the second son might have been ill-advised but Rebecca wouldn’t see her hurt for all the world. And the thought of Sebastian throwing over her sister for a frivolous snob like Juliet... It did not sit well. “You’ve set your cap on Sebastian?” She tried to keep her tone light.

      “Sebastian?” Juliet sniffed. “He’s charming enough, but I have my sights set a bit higher.”

      She and Grace exchanged a knowing look and a giggle.

      Rebecca’s brows drew together in confusion.

      Grace noticed and answered her unspoken question. “The eldest son has returned.”

      “Oh yes.” She let out a breath of relief. “I’d forgotten. He arrived yesterday, did he not?”

      Juliet was fussing with her locks as she eyed her reflection. “Indeed. He joined us for supper last night. But then...” She looked over. “You and your sister weren’t in attendance.”

      There was a question there, but Rebecca refused to acknowledge it. Let them believe that the old earl hadn’t invited them to dine with the other guests on the grand arrival of the eldest son. What did she care? It was better they think she and Sally had been excluded than to risk anyone knowing that the reason they’d declined to join the others was because they’d still been reeling from a run-in with their mother.

      Their mother...the pirate.

      She shook her head to rid herself of the thought. It still seemed just as ludicrous today as it had last night. “I’d best return to my rooms if I’m to be ready in time for the festivities,” she said brightly.

      The other girls smiled at her. Their silence was a dead giveaway that they were just waiting for her to leave before they began talking about her. She left the room and paused with the door open a crack behind her. And sure enough...

      “Did you see the way her eyes lit up?” Juliet tsked. “Poor dear. She’s probably never seen a gown so fine.”

      Rebecca pressed her lips together to hold back a giggle. Truly, the way these people spoke, one would think she and Sally were orphans they’d rescued from a hovel, not gently bred young ladies who’d been raised by a well-respected naval captain.

      “It was so very kind of you to lend her a gown, Juliet,” Grace said.

      “Well, we couldn’t have her showing up in one of her own, now could we?” Laughter laced Juliet’s voice. “Their father really ought to have sent them with a decent wardrobe. Poor dears.”

      Rebecca rolled her eyes, smothering a laugh as she strode toward her own rooms that she shared with her sister. She made a mental note of the way Juliet said ‘poor dears’ so she could do a proper imitation later to make Sally laugh.

      Heaven knew Sally could use a good laugh tonight. Rebecca bit her lip as she hurried toward her rooms to help Sally dress. Her wonderful, intelligent, and utterly practical sister had gone and done what not even a romantic like Rebecca would dare—she’d fallen in love with an earl’s son. Not that she’d admitted as much to Rebecca, but she didn’t have to. It was painfully clear that Sally had lost her heart to the kind and charming second son.

      “Poor dear,” she murmured, choking on a rueful laugh as she realized she’d just unwittingly repeated Juliet.

      But truly, her sister did have all her sympathy.

      It was ironic, really. Sally and the rest of their family had all been so worried that Rebecca would lose her head while at this house party. Everyone had been terrified that one nice gesture from some eligible gentleman and she’d get ideas. That was what they called it. Getting ideas. She tsked as she slipped into the rooms to find that Sally hadn’t even arrived yet.

      To think, all that worry and it was Sally who’d gone and fallen for the earl’s son.

      Rebecca would be far more worried about her sister if she hadn’t seen the way Sebastian looked at Sally. Perhaps Rebecca truly was the worst sort of romantic, but she suspected those two would find their way to one another in the end if they only gave themselves a chance.

      “Ah, there you are,” Rebecca called when her sister entered.

      Her heart sank at the sight of Sally looking so pale and distraught. She went over and hugged her older sister, but she didn’t pry. She knew better than to pry with Sally. Her quiet sister would open up to her if and when she was ready. And in the meantime... “Come,” she said. “Let’s make you so beautiful that the entire ballroom forgets to mention our horrid manners and irregular upbringing.”

      She was rewarded by a little laugh. Not much, but she’d take it. Rebecca and their maid did exactly what she’d said she’d do and then sent her off so she could get ready herself.

      She’d only just finished fixing the last of her curls into a coif atop her head when a servant brought a message. She frowned down at the folded piece of parchment. She didn’t recognize the handwriting, but there was only one person who it could be from.

      Her mother.

      She was racing out the bedroom door before she could think twice.

      Her mother was here. Or near, at the very least. This was it. Her chance to say all she’d failed to say the day before. She’d been caught so unawares by her mother’s sudden arrival in the street, and then with each new revelation that her mother threw their way. It wasn’t until she’d returned to the estate that she’d been able to sort through her thoughts.

      And her questions. She still had so many questions.

      She nearly tripped over the hem of the pretty new gown as she traipsed down the back stairs that led to the garden. She didn’t have to ponder long to figure out that her mother wouldn’t send a messenger to the front door. In fact, she hadn’t even recognized the servant who’d brought it to her door. Was that one of her mother’s crew? Had she sent one of her one men into this house?

      Rebecca glanced at the scrawl as she walked as quickly as the skirts allowed, just narrowly avoiding running into the servants who were scurrying about making last minute arrangements for the ball that was about to get underway.

      She stuck close to the wall so she could read the message one more time. If you need me, you can find me here.

      She frowned down at it as she reached for the door that opened to the back gardens.

      An address in London followed along with a cryptic message that made no sense. Some sort of password or encrypted message and—

      “Oof!” She slammed into a brick wall at full speed and her head spun as she bounced back. Her feet scrambled as she stepped on the gown and nearly lost her footing. Nearly. Before she could fall, the brick wall reached out and grabbed her, righting her on her feet as she blinked up at—

      Not a wall.

      A man.

      A devastatingly handsome man.

      A man who was scowling at her as though she’d just tried to rob him blind.
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      Maxwell Tallimus might have been the Viscount Bardon and the heir to an earldom, but right now he was nothing more than a man.

      A man who’d been bewitched.

      Surely that was the only explanation for the way he couldn’t draw air into his lungs or get a single word out from between his lips. Instead, all he could do was stare at her lips.

      Whose lips was he staring at?

      He knew not.

      All he knew in that instant was that she was beautiful and smelled more heavenly than the flowers that grew in the gardens around them. Her skin glowed in the moonlight and her dark eyes were fathomless and deep, filled with a warmth that made his skin tingle and his nerves feel raw and chafed.

      And then she was speaking. “Oh dear, I do apologize.” Her voice was high and breathless as she smiled up at him.

      Who was this woman? Her smile was brighter than the moonlight. She was either a witch or a garden sprite. Those were the only options that made sense.

      “I really must go, but I truly am sorry,” she said as she backed farther away.

      She was leaving. Why was she fleeing from him? Who was she?

      And then, all at once—reality returned. This was no witch, and there was no such thing as garden sprites. His brain had turned to mush in the face of her beauty, but that was merely physical attraction, not magic.

      Blasted fool, that was what he was. A fool who’d traveled too often and slept too little over the past fortnight. But that didn’t stop him from clenching his fists in absurd outrage at the sight of her running away from him.

      She couldn’t just run into him, thoroughly rattle his senses, and then flee, for heaven’s sake. “You there!” he called out.

      She didn’t stop, her pace even quickened as she lifted her skirts and headed straight toward the garden on the side of the house. “You. Girl. Stop right this instant.”

      She stopped short, no doubt because he’d used that voice. The voice he’d inherited from his father. The voice that made grown men cower, and servants tremble, and this woman...laugh?

      “I’m sorry,” she said as she clapped a hand over her mouth to stifle the giggles. “It’s just...That sounded so...” Her brows drew down as she held a hand out and lowered her voice to an absurdly deep octave. “You there! Stop!”

      He strode toward her, his lips curving down as he realized that she wasn’t even looking at him. Her gaze was flitting all around like she was impatient to be off. Like perhaps she was searching for something...or someone.

      He stopped short when he reached her. “I’m Maxwell Tallimus, the Viscount Bardon,” he said.

      “Yes, so I gathered,” she mumbled. She was nibbling on her lower lip, clearly distracted as she tried to peer around him.

      “And you are?” he added, a little louder than was absolutely necessary.

      It was also unforgivably rude. She was obviously a guest. Her fine attire marked her as such even if he wasn’t acutely and painfully aware that he was supposed to be the guest of honor at his father’s ball this evening.

      As if he didn’t have better things to do than dance with silly chits and discuss ridiculous trifles like the latest fashion trends or the next wretched musicale.

      She blinked up at him as if just now realizing he stood before her. Then her eyes widened slightly and she dipped into a curtsy—but not before he caught the way her lips twitched with undisguised amusement. “My apologies, my lord. Again,” she added, a hint of dry ruefulness edging her otherwise sweet, melodic voice. “I am Miss Rebecca Jones—”

      “You’re one of the Jones girls?” Surprise had him speaking without thinking. Not something he was prone to do. He normally thought a great deal.

      Normally.

      But he’d been acting anything but normal since this girl had come upon him so suddenly. One moment he’d slipped outside to gain a moment of peace before the chaos of this evening’s entertainment. The next his world had been tipped upside down by the sight of a petite brunette bouncing off of his chest.

      He scowled down at her now, this young lady who made his insides feel too tight just by standing there. A girl whose smile made his blood run hot and the world seemed to narrow until there was only her.

      Most odd.

      And terribly inconvenient.

      He had a mountain of work on his plate, a father who was convinced he was at death’s door, and a younger brother who couldn’t be counted on to do anything more than make the ladies laugh while Maxwell dealt with the real business at hand. Like running several estates.

      He certainly didn’t have time for this...this...enchantment.

      No, attraction. His scowl deepened at the wayward turn of his thoughts. Clearly, he was more overtired than he’d realized if his thoughts kept racing away from him like this.

      “If you’ll excuse me...” There she went again. Trying to flee as though he were some villain in a melodrama and not the heir to an earldom and the evening’s guest of honor.

      He just barely stopped himself from ordering her to halt again. “Where are you going unchaperoned and unescorted?” he asked instead.

      She blinked in surprise. As though it were so odd that he would take an interest. Was no one keeping an eye on the captain’s daughter? It was bad enough that his father had invited the ladies who so clearly did not belong at this party—he’d heard nothing but gossip about them the night before from the young ladies who’d deigned to join them for dinner.

      This young lady had not been present. And now he found himself wondering where she had been. Did she often set out on late evening strolls about the grounds by herself?

      The thought was alarming. His muscles tensed as an utterly familiar sense of protectiveness caught at his insides and made him ready for a fight.

      “I just need to, er...” She was pointing to the side of the house as she started to backpedal away from him.

      What an odd creature. Odd and vulnerable. Why, she was just a little slip of a young lady, clearly in need of a protector.

      And there you had it. Not only did it fall on him to manage the estate and all the properties that went with his father’s title, but now it seemed it was his lot to look after the unprotected young ladies his father had invited into his home.

      He followed her. Of course he did. What other choice did he have? He couldn’t have an unattended lady roaming about the property at this hour of night. He strode after her, picking up his pace when he didn’t catch up to her right away.

      Guests would be arriving. How would it look if she were alone and—

      Aha. He nearly tripped over his own two feet as the reality of the situation once again hit him smack in the face. Mercy but he truly was in a bad state if it had taken him this long to put the pieces together.

      If she was out here alone, it was clearly for a reason. Someone was meeting her.

      The rush of fury would have been alarming if it left any room for another emotion. As it was, he was blinded by this irrational swell of...of...jealousy.

      No, not jealousy. He stopped short when he saw her do the same at the edge of the gardens. Her head whipped this way and that and her chest rose and fell—a sure sign she had, in fact, been running.

      But to whom?

      He slowed his pace, hoping to slow his racing pulse as well. She caught sight of him and muttered something he didn’t hear. But, judging by the exasperated sigh that accompanied it, he could imagine.

      Still, he had to admire the cheerful smile she wore by the time he reached her. It seemed natural. Easy. Like smiling was her natural state. The thought made something in his chest swell and deflate at once.

      It was an odd sensation, and for the life of him he couldn’t tell if it was pleasant or torturous.

      Very odd.

      “Did you need something, my lord?” she asked politely. As though he’d just come upon her alone in the library and not racing about in the gardens.

      He looked around and she did the same. “Were you waiting for someone?”

      “Apparently not,” she said, gesturing around them. Her laughter made him frown. Could she really be so naive as all that?

      With a huff of dismay he thought of the naval encampment he’d visited and the surrounding town where she’d been raised by a notoriously overprotective father.

      Yes. Yes, she could be that naive.

      Crossing his arms, he considered her with a grave expression. Her lips twitched in response. “I do hope you understand, Miss Rebecca, the gravitas of your current situation.”

      Oh dear Lord. He sounded like his father. No, he sounded like his father’s nagging grandmother.

      “Indeed, I do believe I understand, my lord.” With her hands folded primly before her, she inched toward the house, back the way she’d come. “I thought I saw someone I knew out here,” she continued. “But it seems I was mistaken.”

      He narrowed his eyes. She was lying. Blatantly. She wasn’t even attempting to concoct a decent lie and the twitch of her lips gave away the fact that she was laughing at him as she fibbed.

      “Listen here, Miss Rebecca, you are a guest in this home, but—”

      “But that is only out of the kindness of your father’s heart.” Her voice was light, sweet...and delicately but unquestionably laced with sarcasm. “Yes, I do understand that. Though it is kind of you to point it out.”

      He followed her. Drat it all, he was hounding her like a puppy. But he couldn’t bring himself to stop. Because who knew who she’d come out here to meet and what their intentions might be?

      Truly, his chest tightened in panic at the thought of what could befall this girl.

      Unfortunately, this panic came out in the form of a stern lecture. “Your reputation could be sullied, and what then?”

      “Mmm,” she said, her lips twitching. “What then indeed?”

      “I’m afraid you’ve let your stay here affect your good reason.”

      Her face lit up as her eyes brightened. “Ah, so you think I have good reason.”

      “I didn’t say that.” It was a horrid thing to say, so why on earth was she laughing?

      “Tell me,” she said, all the while walking away from him. “Do you suppose I’ll get...ideas?”

      She looked back and waggled her brows. She waggled her brows! He stopped short. Was she trying to flirt with him? Did she mean to seduce?

      By her tinkling, easy laughter he assumed the answer was no. She wasn’t attempting to seduce, merely mocking him and his concerns. But heaven above, where had she learned such manners?

      She stopped and turned, her smile falling flat. “I assure you, your father and everyone else in the world has made it abundantly clear that I ought not to get ideas.” She wielded disdain in the most extraordinary manner. Somehow cutting him down to size...here. On his lawns. Outside his manor.

      Her chin came up in such a way that he was reminded of that conceited blonde who’d simpered at him throughout dinner the night before. And all with her nose in the air just like this.

      Miss Rebecca sniffed and pursed her lips. Yes, the resemblance was uncanny. “If you will excuse me. I shall go inside and find my sister before anyone sees us out here alone together.” She hitched up the hem of her skirt which was now sodden from the grass’s dew. “After all, I should not want you to sully my reputation.”

      His mouth opened but no noise came out. Had she just implied...

      Had she truly said...

      Was she implying that he would ruin her reputation?

      A huff of shocked laughter escaped, but far too late. For the shocking young lady who’d caused it had already disappeared inside his home.
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