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        For Michael

        My very own hero, my husband and best friend.

        I love you more than you could know
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      Berkshire, England, November 1814

      

      Rosalind Valentine jerked her head up at the slam of the door. Goodness! Who would do such a thing?

      From her place on the floor at the far side of the room, she glanced over to her employer, Lady Sandlin, who frowned and shifted toward the entrance. Heavy, booted feet pounded down the corridor and Lady Sandlin stood. Rosalind returned her attention to her two charges; the soon-to-be four-year-old twins, who were completely undisturbed.

      Where were the servants? Had they not answered the door or had the person not bothered to knock?

      “Phoebe, where are you?”

      Rosalind sucked in a breath. What gentleman would dare storm into the Sandlin household in such a manner yelling for Lady Sandlin by her given name? Rosalind placed a doll in Heather’s arms and a soldier into Campbell’s pudgy hand and prepared to sweep the children up and out of the room if necessary. Whoever was stomping toward this room was angry by his tone, and it was her duty to protect her charges.

      “I am in here, Noah,” Lady Sandlin called

      Rosalind’s heart seized for a moment before it began pounding anew. Noah? As in Marques of Felding? Lady Sandlin’s older brother. Rosalind hadn’t seen him in since last Christmas when he attended services with his family at her uncle’s church.

      Rosalind looked for a way to escape the room, but before she could, Lord Felding charged into the room and thrust a piece of parchment out in front of him. “What exactly is the meaning of this?”

      He was still the most handsome gentleman Rosalind had ever encountered. His sandy blonde hair was windblown, probably because he had ridden over instead of taking a carriage such a short distance, and his light brown eyes were darker than normal. Was it from anger?

      Odd, she had never known him to show anything but kindness and often laughter. In those situations, his eyes were always a rich brown and warmed her to her toes. Not that he ever noticed her. She had dreamt about him for years. He was the one who played center role in her pretend world of what if I was a lady? It was silly of course because she wasn’t a lady and had no hopes, or any real desire, to become one. Though, if Lord Felding were to happen to take notice of her, Rosalind would not mind in the least.

      Lady Sandlin smiled innocently. “I assumed it was self-explanatory. What do you not understand?”

      “Why you cannot attend the house party and hunt that Lord and Lady Meadows are hosting.”

      Phoebe stood back and held out her arms. “Is my reason clearer now?”

      Felding’s eyes grew round and his jaw dropped. He looked his sister over from head to toe. “Are you having twins again?”

      Lady Sandlin laughed and braced a hand on the arm of the chair before slowly lowering herself into the seat. “I do not believe so.” She glanced down at her protruding belly. “Though, one does have to wonder. The babe is not to arrive until sometime in February.”

      Rosalind should leave the room so the brother and sister could visit in private, but she didn’t want to draw attention to herself either. The only way out was through the door Lord Felding just entered. So far, Lord Felding hadn’t even looked in her direction, and as much as she may wish he would notice her, in truth, she did not. It was easier to pretend that he might one day look upon her with more interest than that of the sister of a friend than to face him and receive only a nod in greeting.

      “Who is going to keep an eye on Penelope if you are not there?”

      Penelope was their younger, second sister and only twenty. She was closer to Rosalind’s younger sisters than to her, though as children, they often played together.

      “Is that what this is about?” Lady Sandlin scoffed. “Penelope has had two full Seasons without incident. She no longer needs someone watching over her like a mother hen.”

      Felding crossed his arms over his chest and tilted his head. “She certainly showed more sense than you.”

      Lady Sandlin straightened. “I was not as bad as you imply.” A small smile formed. “Besides, if I had been less impetuous, I might not be married to Taylor now.”

      Felding snorted and Rosalind bit her lip to keep from laughing. She had heard several rumors of how Lady Sandlin conducted herself during her one and only Season and a few more stories the lady herself had repeated. With distance, they were rather entertaining. At the time, Lady Sandlin could have been ruined beyond repair on more than one occasion.

      “Normally, it would not matter. I would easily be able to keep track of Penelope, but this house party is different.”

      “Oh?” Lady Sandlin asked with a raised eyebrow.

      Rosalind tilted her head to study him hoping Lord Felding would explain his comment.

      “A lady will be present that I may be interested in courting.”

      A knife through her heart would have been less painful, and Rosalind quickly looked away and tried to busy herself with the twins. She should have left the moment he entered; then her world wouldn’t be tumbling down like the stack of blocks Heather just knocked over. The twins laughed, and Rosalind forced a smile. She was a nursemaid to four-year-old twins. It was her lot in life, and she was happy for it. Had Vicar Grant and his wife not taken her and her siblings in her life would not be nearly this pleasant, and she should not wish for things that were above her reach.

      Besides, it wasn’t her actual world that crashed . . . just the one she liked to escape to.

      “Who has finally caught your attention?” The excitement in Lady Sandlin’s tone drew Rosalind’s attention. Just last week, when Lady Sandlin’s three sisters visited, they had sat in this very room ruminating about the fact that their older brother had not yet taken a bride when most of his friends were already married, and he was two and thirty.

      “Lady Jillian Simpson.”

      “The Duke of Eldridge’s daughter?”

      Did she hear disappointment in Lady Sandlin’s tone?

      “Yes,” Felding confirmed.

      Lady Sandlin settled further back in her chair and rested her hands on her protruding belly.  “I am certain your presence will discourage any unwanted attention, and Penelope isn’t the type to run off.”  Lady Sandlin insisted. “As it is the Meadows household, I am confident they have not invited anyone with whom you would object to.”

      Felding stared at his sister as if dumbfounded. “Have you forgotten that it was at a Meadows house party that nearly saw you ruined?”

      Lady Sandlin simply shrugged and grinned.

      Felding shook his head and turned away to pace. “I do not want the distraction,” he argued. “I suggested she remain home, but Penelope refused.”

      “Of course she did!”

      “So what am I to do?” He pushed his fingers through his hair and paced at the end of the room. “I must have someone who can watch over Penelope and not be distracted.”

      Lady Sandlin lifted and eyebrow in humor. “A companion? We no longer have a governess at our disposal.”

      He stopped and stared at her with hope in his eyes. “Do you think we might hire one?”

      “For a simple house party?” Lady Sandlin laughed.

      “Then what do you suppose I do?”

      “Nothing. It is a simple house party. Penelope will have a grand time, and you will be able to court Lady Jillian.”

      “It is not that simple,” Lord Felding ground out and began pacing anew. “I will not be able to give attention to the matter as I wish if I have to worry about what Penelope is up to, or who may wish to pursue her.”

      Lady Phoebe leaned forward with interest. Her eyes narrowed and she tilted her head. “Why the sudden hurry to court Lady Jillian?” Lady Sandlin asked with curiosity. “Are you in love with her?”

      Rosalind’s stomach tightened. She did not want to hear his answer because it would certainly crush her already bruised soul.

      Felding shook his head but said nothing.

      “If not love, then why the rush, unless you hope to make a Christmas Match?” Lady Sandlin chuckled and relaxed back in her seat. “I had no idea you were so romantic.”

      “I would like the matter for my future settled,” Felding grumbled. “The quicker that is done the better, and I do not want to endure another Season without a betrothal or marriage.”

      “You sound like a miss facing her third Season with no prospect of a husband in sight.” Lady Sandlin laughed.

      “Are you going to help me or not?” Lord Felding demanded.

      Rosalind bit her bottom lip to keep from laughing. The two of them reminded Rosalind much of her and brothers on the rare occasions they were together. She missed the teasing and bickering siblings shared.

      “House parties can be very dangerous, as you well know.”

      “If it is that important to you,” Lady Sandlin began, “why do you not ask Rosalind to watch over Penelope? I can assure you that Penelope would prefer Rosalind over an old, strict matron you are likely to employ.”

      Rosalind’s head jerked up. Surely, Lady Sandlin did not mean her. There must be another Rosalind she didn’t know about.

      “Rosalind Valentine?” Lord Felding asked.

      At least he thought of her first when the name was mentioned which warmed her heart. Though, she could very well be the only Rosalind of his acquaintance.

      “Yes,” Lady Sandlin brightened.

      Lord Felding pushed his fingers through his hair and blew out a breath. Perhaps she should make her presence known before he said something she did not want to hear—worse than that he was in love with Lady Jillian.

      “She would be perfect,” he said a moment later nodding his head and settled on the seat beside his sister. “She knows very well the dangers a house party can offer.”

      Inwardly, Rosalind cringed. Surely, Lord Felding didn’t believe those horrible rumors; the very ones that saw to her ruination so that she could never show her face in Society again. Not that she had been part of Society only a governess in a lord’s household. Not only was her reputation ruined because of that one night, but all employment possibilities as well. Thank goodness Lady Sandlin believed her.

      “The rumors are not true,” Lady Sandlin said.

      Lord Felding’s head jerked up. “Of course not.” He seemed almost offended that Lady Sandlin might think he actually believed the gossip.

      Rosalind blew out a sigh of relief. She would hate for him to think she had succumbed to a rake’s seduction.

      “Thorn was bloody drunk but not so drunk he did not remember the night. He tried his best to deflate the gossip but it did no good.”

      A small smile pulled at Rosalind’s lips. Thorn had told the truth over and over but those at the party were more interested in potential scandal than the truth.

      “I will call on Valentine House when I return home. I assume Rosalind has returned to live with Vicar Grant and his wife.”

      “She is right there, Noah.” Lady Sandlin gestured in Rosalind’s direction.

      Rosalind’s face flooded with heat when Lord Felding came to his feet. Clearly, he had not noticed she was in the room. Drat, she should have somehow alerted him to her presence before now. What would he think of her sitting quietly as they discussed Lady Penelope and Rosalind’s debacle of last spring before the Season had even begun?

      She slid the toys from her lap and came to her feet and offered a quick curtsey. “Good afternoon, Lord Felding.”
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      Why was Miss Rosalind Valentine sitting on the floor in the back of the room playing with the twins?

      Noah had not seen Miss Valentine since last winter during the Christmas Eve services to be exact. Even then, he only glimpsed her in the front pews with the rest of her family. They hadn’t spoken. A few days later he learned from her older brother that she had left for Cheshire to be a governess to the daughters of Lord and Lady Filpott.

      Thank goodness he had not said anything else. Not that he ever believed she would allow Thorn to seduce her or that she had set about to trap Thorn into marriage as Thorn’s aunt, Lady Filpott, had insisted. If Noah had been at that house party, he would have seen to it that all rumors, gossip, and innuendo were stifled.

      “Miss Valentine, I did not realize you were visiting Phoebe.”

      The blush on her rounded cheeks grew darker. “I am not visiting, Lord Sandlin. I am the nursery maid.”

      So his sister had given her a position when nobody else in Society would dare. Good for Phoebe.

      “I apologize. I had not realized you were in the room, or I would have greeted you.” He barely noticed the young maid, head bent down and sitting with the children when he entered. He was too angry at Phoebe’s letter to let the presence of a servant bother him, and then he completely forgot anyone else was in the room.

      “I should have announced my presence, Lord Felding, but I did not wish to interrupt.”

      “You have no reason to stand on ceremony especially in my sister’s home.”

      Before him stood a remarkable young woman. Her once red hair was closer to a warm auburn. Why hadn’t he ever noticed her eyes were deep blue? Miss Valentine was beautiful and should not be hidden away in the country as a nursemaid. If he remembered correctly, she would be five and twenty now. Why hadn’t she married?

      He already knew the answer and didn’t really need to ask. Those in Valentine House had secrets. Some he had been speculated on, and the Valentine brothers had let slip on occasion.  Because of those very secrets, he doubted any of the sisters would ever marry or allow themselves to be in a position to marry.

      Phoebe cleared her throat, bringing Noah out of his thoughts. Goodness, he was staring at Miss Valentine and not saying a word. When had he become so rude and inconsiderate? Miss Valentine’s complexion took on a deeper hue of pink. He should not have embarrassed her, but he certainly couldn’t voice his thoughts.

      “Would you act as Penelope’s companion at the house party being hosted by Lord and Lady Meadows?”

      Miss Valentine worried her bottom lip and blinked at him. “I should remain with my charges.” She gestured to the children still playing quietly on the floor beside her feet.

      Lady Sandlin shifted in her seat. “The children will get by without you for a sennight,” she insisted. “This will give you the opportunity to see to a young woman and not need to wipe a nose every few moments.” Lady Sandlin grinned. “I assure you that Penelope can attend her own nose if necessary.”

      A small smile graced Miss Valentine’s full lips. “It is kind of you to think of me, but my duty is to you.”

      “And I am insisting you attend my sister.” Lady Sandlin pushed herself up off of the settee.  “If I know my brother, he will not give Penelope a moment’s peace and be with her constantly.” She came forward and grasped Rosalind’s hands. “I am certain she would be grateful for your presence.”

      Though Noah didn’t appreciate how Phoebe viewed him, he didn’t argue. He needed Miss Valentine to chaperone Penelope so he was free to pursue Lady Jillian.

      “I do not have the proper wardrobe, and I am not sure exactly what a companion does,” Miss Valentine said to both Noah and Phoebe.

      “I am certain your clothing is perfectly acceptable,” Noah insisted. His friends weren’t such high sticklers that they would deny her entrance because Miss Valentine wasn’t in the height of fashion. Besides, this was to be a casual house party with much of the time spent hunting.

      Sadness clouded Miss Valentine’s eyes. “What would others think if I was chaperoning a young woman?”

      She didn’t have to add after what occurred last spring, but Noah assumed that was what she was thinking. “There will be a different set of guests than those you encountered earlier in the year,” he assured. “Besides, if anyone were to say anything to you, I would make my displeasure known.”

      “It is not your place to defend me, Lord Felding, but I thank you just the same.”

      He smiled gently at her. Miss Rosalind Valentine was always a sweet, good-natured girl with a bit of mischief. “As I said earlier, I have known you since you and your siblings came to live at Valentine House. I do feel it is my duty to defend you if one of your brothers is not present.” He glanced over at Phoebe who was smiling sadly at Miss Valentine before he looked back at the young woman. “And I can assure you that your brothers would do the same for my sisters if it was necessary.”

      A memory tickled in his brain of seeing the guest list and Noah brightened. “As a matter of fact, I believe two of your brothers are invited guests.”

      Miss Valentine blinked in surprise. Perhaps this would convince her to attend as Penelope’s chaperone. She could even be considered a guest so long as she knew her first duty was to Penelope though he didn’t think Miss Valentine ever shirked a duty in her life.

      “Demetrius and Benedick are both invited,” he added.

      Her brow furrowed. “Will they be attending?”

      Noah rubbed his chin trying to recall if Meadows had received a response from the brothers.  “Demetrius will certainly be there. I am not certain of Benedick.”

      She bit her lip again and looked over at Phoebe. Was Miss Valentine finally considering the possibility? This would be a perfect opportunity for her. She would be able to visit with those who were friends with her brothers, make new acquaintances, and hopefully put the rumors of the past to rest. “Please?” he asked.

      Her shoulders lifted and dropped with a sigh. “If Lady Sandlin believes I should . . .”

      A smile burst on Phoebe’s lips. “Of course, I think you should. You will have a wonderful time.”

      Miss Valentine tilted her head and narrowed her eyes. “I will be attending Miss Penelope not attending a party,” she reminded them.

      “And my brother will make his Christmas match,” Lady Sandlin teased Felding with a laugh.
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      As soon as Lord Felding left the following morning, Lady Sandlin took Rosalind in hand and to her chambers. There she proceeded to pull several dresses and other various items from her wardrobe that had all been designed and made for her last spring. Lady Sandlin discarded the ones made of lighter fabrics and kept the gowns with longer sleeves and of woolen or heavier material. “It will be colder up north,” Lady Sandlin explained. “But I will still make certain you have a ball gown or two.”

      “A ball gown is not necessary,” Rosalind insisted. Even if Lord and Lady Meadows planned such an event, she wouldn’t be attending in anything other than in the capacity of a chaperone.

      Rosalind had been overwhelmed by the growing pile of clothing on the bed. “I am also certain that I do not need so many items.”

      “One must be prepared for all activities and events,” Lady Sandlin instructed. “It is not as if I will be wearing them,” she insisted as she patted her protruding belly.

      The garments were made of the finest material and nicer than anything Rosalind had ever worn.

      Lady Phoebe spent the day having her try on one ensemble after another and called in two maids who were handy with a needle to make any necessary adjustments, not that there were many. In her normal state of health, she and Lady Sandlin were much the same size, and it wasn’t long before the trunk was packed.

      Lady Penelope arrived two evenings later in a large town coach and visited Lady Sandlin for a few days before they traveled onto the Meadows Country Home. Lady Penelope was five years younger than Rosalind, but they had played together as children as the vicarage bordered the Felding Estate. It wasn’t until Rosalind was older, too old to have an interest in those so much younger than she, that Rosalind became aware of how the families were of different stations. With such knowledge, Rosalind distanced herself from Lord Felding’s siblings because it was best. The sisters were ladies. She was the poor relation of a vicar. Yet, during all those years they were growing from childhood, not once did Lady Sandlin’s parents give any indication that the Valentine children were beneath their children but welcomed them as playmates.

      Rosalind fingered the soft pelisse as the coach rumbled along the road. Though the clothing was finer than anything she had had in the past, she kept reminding herself during this journey that she was not a guest but a companion and chaperone for Lady Penelope. She was fulfilling a duty, nothing else, despite how well she was dressed.

      “We should be there soon,” Lady Penelope grinned after she pulled back the curtain and looked out at the countryside. “I am so glad you have come with me. We will have a grand time.”

      “I hope you will enjoy your stay, and I will do my best not to be a hindrance.”

      Lady Penelope rolled her eyes. “I do not need a companion or a chaperone,” she insisted. “I want you to enjoy yourself as well.”

      Rosaline stifled a sigh. Lady Sandlin and Lady Penelope had the idea that Rosalind would be attending as any invited guest, and that simply wasn’t the case. When Lady Penelope was with others, Rosalind intended to make herself scarce and attend Lady Penelope only when needed. “My duty is to see to you,” Rosalind reminded the young woman.

      “Noah worries too much,” Lady Penelope dismissed. “I have yet to do anything that would cause him concern, nor am I as impetuous as Phoebe.” She let the curtain fall back into place.

      The coach rolled to a stop and Rosalind’s stomach tightened. She had been worried about this house party since it was decided she was going. It wasn’t that she feared the house party; she just wasn’t sure she could watch as Lord Felding courted a real lady.

      She shook the thought from her mind. Rosalind always knew he would marry a fine lady who was his equal. A lord of his stature would not ever consider the niece of a vicar with a questionable background. Not that anyone had any idea exactly how questionable. That would remain a secret forever. Society believed she and her siblings were the orphans of a missionary and his wife who had died, and that was how they came to live with their uncle by marriage.  Nothing could be further from the truth.
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      Noah stood at the back of the parlor, not really speaking with anyone. He was waiting for Lady Jillian. He had arrived a day early to visit with his good friend, Lord Meadows, and the rest of the guests began arriving this morning. Though Lady Jillian had been out for two Seasons, he had not taken notice of her until this Autumn. He wasn’t quite certain what had intrigued him or if it was simply the fact, he was finally ready to settle and pursue a wife.

      He had first been drawn to her beauty. Blond hair, ribboned with gold in the sun, light blue eyes, and a pale complexion. Her beauty was arresting. Noah couldn’t believe he had not noticed her before, or that she hadn’t been married off by now. Her dowry was impressive, not that he needed to marry someone of wealth, but it was a comfort to have. The few times they conversed; she was soft-spoken and pleasant. When she delicately laughed, he found himself smiling. Noah looked forward to coming to know her better, and the house party offered the perfect opportunity. If it went as well as he hoped, he might be betrothed before the Season even began and could relax knowing that he would be doing his duty with a wife he could tolerate.

      It was time he married and set up his nursery.

      He had also hoped to find love as his friends had. Their marriages were far richer and happier than those in society who had married for connections. However, once it was resolved to find and settle on a wife, that was when Lady Jillian came to his attention. He still needed to come to know her better before a final decision was made on whether they would suit, but Noah suspected that there would be a betrothal. One day, they might even come to love each other.

      Activity in the foyer drew his attention. Others had arrived, but he could not yet see who they were nor make out the voices. Noah glanced around the room. His closest friends were already here and had arrived yesterday as he had. Sir Richard Lavins and his wife, Simone, were presently walking in the gardens enjoying the sunshine. The air was brisk but not uncomfortable.

      Marius Parker, and his wife Sabrina, were seated by the fireplace and in a quiet discussion with Dillon Chambers and his wife, Emily. Though there were many gentlemen he numbered as friends, Noah considered Sandlin, Meadows, Parker, Chambers, and Lavins to be his closest friends.

      Lady Meadows rose from her place on the settee when the newest guests entered. Noah forced himself to remain where he stood as Lady Jillian walked into the room beside her brother, Marquess of Broadridge, the future Duke of Eldridge. Lady Jillian looked as lovely as he remembered, not that it had been that long since Noah had seen her. It was only a few weeks ago they shared a waltz before he retired to the country.

      As Lord Broadridge and Lady Jillian were escorted about the room, Demetrius Valentine approached and stood beside Noah. They had known each other since Vicar Grant, his wife, and the children moved into the vicarage. Even though Demetrius was a few years his junior, they remained friends throughout the years. Before being called to the bar, Demetrius had served as Noah’s and Meadows’s solicitor. Now they were friends who enjoyed each other’s company even if Demetrius never went into society.

      “Benedick did not join you?” Noah questioned without taking his eyes from Lady Jillian as she moved about the room escorted by her brother and Lady Meadows.

      “He is in the middle of an investigation. There has been an increase in thefts along the waterfront,” Demetrius explained his brother’s absence. “He believes there is a new gang in the area and will not rest until they, and their leader, are caught and transported.”

      Noah nodded. Benedick always held a strong sense of justice even as a boy. It didn’t surprise Noah that he had joined the Thames River Police and quickly moved up in ranks and held a position as an investigator. Noah expected Benedick to be in charge eventually.

      “I thought this was just to be a hunt,” Demetrius whispered. “Men only.”

      “That was the original intent but Lady Meadows wished for better company than we could offer.” Noah chuckled. “As such, our pleasant hunt has turned into a house party with all the entertainments anyone could wish.”  He glanced to Lady Meadows who was now leading Lady Jillian and her brother toward them. “I am not sure I disagree with her plans either.”

      The trio stopped before Noah and Demetrius.

      “Lord Felding, I am sure you are acquainted with Lady Jillian and her brother, Lord Broadridge.”

      He bowed toward Lady Jillian and she dropped to a quick curtsey before Lady Meadows turned toward Demetrius.

      Noah watched Lady Jillian carefully. He had seen women seem to fall under a spell when in Demetrius’s presence without him even uttering even a single world.

      “Lady Jillian, may I introduce Mr. Demetrius Valentine,” Lady Meadows said.

      Demetrius bowed deeply before her though she didn’t offer even the slightest curtsey in greeting. She merely studied his face with a smile frozen on her lips. Did Lady Jillian find something unpleasant about Demetrius? Noah knew of no one who didn’t like the man.

      Then again, he did not know Lady Jillian all that well, and she was quieter than most ladies. It could simply be she was shy or not comfortable around strangers.

      “How are the courts these days?” Broadridge asked.

      Demetrius laughed. “Eventful. I am glad to be away from London for a short time.”

      “I have more guests arriving,” Lady Meadows interrupted. “If you will excuse me, please.”

      The gentlemen nodded before Lady Meadows sailed across the room.

      Noah and Demetrius knew Broadridge from school, and soon Broadridge and Demetrius were discussing the hunt. Lady Jillian smiled pleasantly but didn’t appear at all interested in the topic of the hunters, game, or the area they would be riding on the morrow. She kept glancing about the room then out the window but made no objection to not being included in the discussion.

      “Would you care to stroll outside, Lady Jillian?” Noah asked and offered his arm.

      Her smile became genuine and took his offered arm. “Thank you.”

      He led her through the doors and onto the grounds. The sky was serene, deep blue and the air crisp. Why hadn’t he thought to have her retrieve her pelisse before venturing out doors? Lady Jillian would be cold in a very short time. “Perhaps we should return inside.”

      “No, please.” Her smile brightened revealing straight white teeth.

      “At least let me have a servant retrieve your wrap.”

      She nodded quickly. “Very well.”

      Noah led her back inside and signaled to a footman. She said nothing as they waited; she simply smiled prettily. Lady Jillian was nothing like his sisters who chattered his ear off whenever given the opportunity. Only one could be considered quiet, and that was Patience who spent most of her waking hours sitting in front of a canvas or lump of clay.

      The servant returned in short order and assisted Lady Jillian into the wrap before Noah once again led her out of doors. It wasn’t so brisk he needed anything other than what he was wearing, but he had a jacket whereas Lady Jillian was simply in a gown.

      “Did you have pleasant travel?” Noah asked. He was at a loss for what they could discuss.  He didn’t yet know what interests they might have in common.

      “Yes, we did.”

      Others had taken to strolling the dormant gardens, but he wasn’t sure he wished to join another group at the moment. His intention was to get to know Lady Jillian during this party, and he couldn’t do that if they were speaking with others.

      “The weather is mild for this time of year.”

      “Yes, it is.”

      Noah stifled a sigh. He had never had so much difficulty chatting with a lady before. In fact, most ladies led the conversations.

      “Lady Meadows has several entertainments planned. Tonight, she will ask the guests to entertain with music.” He glanced down at her. The top of Lady Jillian’s blond head came to his shoulder. She was a petite woman but well-rounded where it mattered. “Do you play or sing?”

      She smiled at him. “Yes, I do.”

      Perhaps Lady Jillian was painfully shy until she came to know a person because Noah could swear that he had seen her engaged in conversation at balls, soirees, and picnics this past fall. Why was she not conversing with him?

      Perhaps she didn’t wish to encourage him?

      The thought gave him pause. What if she had already rejected him in her mind?

      If that was the case, why was she walking with him now? She could have claimed it was too cold to be outside or invent any other excuse if she did not wish to stroll with him.

      Noah steered Lady Jillian back toward the house when Demetrius Valentine and her brother, Lord Broadridge, stepped outside and walked to the edge of the veranda and lit cheroots.

      “How do you and my brother know Mr. Valentine?” she asked quietly.

      Was Valentine the reason Lady Jillian was no longer interested in being in his company?  Noah shouldn’t be surprised. His sisters did claim Valentine to be devilishly handsome not that Noah noticed. “I have known him since childhood. His family home borders my estate.”

      She nodded but continued to study Valentine and her brother as she walked back toward the manor.

      “He also attended school with your brother, me, Lord Meadows, and many of the gentlemen who are here.”

      Lady Jillian tilted her head. “What does he do?”

      “He is a barrister in the criminal courts.”

      A frown knit her brow. Was she disappointed that Valentine wasn’t of a rank?

      Lady Jillian was the daughter of a duke and would be expected to marry within the haute ton and Valentine fell far short of such a connection.
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      Rosalind scanned those who were walking in the garden or standing on the veranda in discussion.

      “There he is,” Lady Meadows pointed out.

      Rosalind looked to where she gestured. Demetrius was standing with a blond man whom she did not recognize. Actually, Rosalind knew nobody who was present other than Lady Penelope and Lord Felding. Everyone else was a stranger to her except for her brother of course.

      “All of the other gentlemen who are attending have brought a wife or a sister,” Lady Meadows explained. “As your brother is here, and did not bring anyone with him, I insist you attend as a guest and not as Penelope’s companion.”

      Lady Penelope nodded eagerly as her dark curls bounced against the back of her neck.

      Rosalind turned back to her hostess. “I could not.”

      “But you must,” Lady Meadows cried and grasped her hand. “If you do not, my numbers will not be even.”

      They wouldn’t have been even before Rosalind thought to herself.

      “Now I can have an even amount of gentlemen and ladies about the table for dinner and at other gatherings.”

      Rosalind wanted to argue that she was not a lady, but her brother wasn’t a gentleman either.  Apparently, Lady Meadows meant the title to be used in the loosest of terms.

      “You can still play the part of my companion to make Noah happy,” Lady Penelope insisted. “I assume we will spend much time in each other’s company regardless of your role, but it isn’t necessary that I have someone watching over me here.” She gestured around to those gathered.  “The gentlemen who did not bring a wife brought a sister and since all of the men are friends, they wouldn’t dare behave inappropriately toward an unattached female.”

      Not if one wanted keep a friendship at least, Rosalind added to herself. She really had no need to be at this gathering as Lady Penelope’s companion or chaperone. Nor should she be attending as a guest. Her brother had earned that right because of the friends he had made and by becoming a barrister. She had nothing to recommend herself or explain her presence at such a gathering.

      On the other hand, when would she get another opportunity to live as if she were part of Society? She would also be in the same vicinity as Lord Felding. He may be courting another, but Rosalind welcomed any time she could be in the same room as Felding.

      Was it selfish to accept an invitation to be a guest so she could experience what others did, to share dinners with Felding, and to pretend just for a bit that she was better than she was?

      Would she hurt all the more when she returned to her small room off the nursery in the Sandlin home when it was over?

      Felding turned toward them at that moment, and her heart hitched. She would take these days and enjoy them to the fullest knowing that for just a brief moment in time others accepted her in their world.

      Rosalind glanced to the woman on his arm and pain sliced through her heart. It was precisely what she feared, assuming the woman was Lady Jillian. She was probably one of the most beautiful women Rosalind had ever seen. Felding would not even notice Rosalind so long as Lady Jillian was about.

      Lady Meadows led Rosalind and Lady Penelope toward Demetrius and the blond gentleman. Her brother’s deep blue eyes lit with surprise upon seeing her

      “Rosalind, I did not expect to see you here,” he said with a pleased smile before turning toward the gentleman standing with him. “Marquess Broadridge, allow me to introduce my sister, Miss Rosalind Valentine.”

      Broadridge turned and executed a slight bow. A dark curl dropped onto his forehead, and his light blue eyes danced with charm. “It is an honor, Miss Valentine.”

      Rosalind dropped to a quick curtsey. What was she doing here? One such as she did not socialize with a marquess. Her brother might, but she did not. This was going to be a very uncomfortable party.

      Broadridge next turned and bowed to her friend. “Lady Penelope, it is a pleasure to see you again.”

      Lady Penelope gave a quick curtsey and smiled at the gentleman she was clearly already acquainted with.

      “If you will excuse me,” Lady Meadows announced, “I must return inside.”

      Rosaline watched Lady Meadows retreating back wishing she could follow and then find her room in which to hide.

      “I thought you were with the Sandlin household,” her brother said.

      “Lady Sandlin insisted I attend as Lady Penelope’s⁠—”

      “—My sister believed,” Lady Penelope interrupted, “that Miss Valentine would enjoy this outing and insisted she accompany me when Noah made the suggestion.”

      Rosalind looked at Lady Penelope. Why had she made it sound as if she were a guest and not a hired servant?

      “I am glad you have joined the party. It has been far too long since we have visited,” Demetrius smiled down at her.

      “If you would come down from London more than twice a year, it would not be an issue,” she teased back.

      “The courts are far too busy to get away more often than I can,” he insisted.

      Rosalind arched an eyebrow. “As you have managed to attend a hunt this week, I am assuming there has been a sudden decline in crime.”

      “A man does need a holiday on occasion,” Demetrius defended.

      Rosalind turned to Lady Penelope. “I think the reason he doesn’t return home as often does not have as much to do with the courts as it does Aunt Mary’s questions about his bachelor state.” She finished with a grin and focused on her brother.

      Lady Penelope giggled. “I believe Noah avoided mother for several years for the very same reason.” She looked past Rosalind’s shoulder, and her eyes crinkled as her smile broadened. “However, I believe that may soon all change.”

      Rosalind turned to see who Lady Penelope was looking at though she knew very well it was Felding and apparently, Lady Jillian. They were walking toward the group.

      “It appears Felding has taken an interest in my sister,” Broadridge murmured.

      If Lady Jillian was the daughter of the Duke of Eldridge, Broadridge was a future duke? Goodness, she really should not be at this gathering.

      Rosalind glanced over at her brother. Demetrius seemed very comfortable speaking with Broadridge as if he were born to this status. Would she ever be as at ease?

      No, she answered in her mind. When this week was gone, she would return to the Sandlin household and go about her duties.

      Felding and Lady Jillian stopped beside them, and he introduced Rosalind to the young woman. She was even more beautiful up close.

      “Valentine?” Lady Jillian questioned.

      “She is my sister, Lady Jillian,” Demetrius answered before Rosalind could say anything.

      Lady Jillian simply nodded, a cold, forced smile on her lips. Had her brother done or said something to offend Lady Jillian?

      “Shall we return inside?” Lady Penelope asked. “I would like to get settled before supper.”

      “Of course,” Rosalind answered grateful for the escape. Unless Lady Penelope decided to return downstairs and join the others, Rosalind intended to remain in her room until it was necessary to leave.

      The two of them stepped inside and were greeted by Lady Meadows once again. “I hope you do not mind, but many of the guests are sharing a room due to the number who have gathered.”

      “Not at all,” Lady Penelope answered.

      “I have put the two of you together. As you are friends, I thought it a perfect solution, so you would not be sharing a room with someone you did not know.”

      Rosalind stilled. She couldn’t share a room with Lady Penelope. It wasn’t right. “Lady Meadows,” Rosalind began, “I am Lady Penelope’s companion. Is it not more appropriate that I stay with the maids or other servants?”

      Lady Meadows laughed. “Miss Valentine, despite what Felding may think, you are a guest in my home. I insist on treating you as one.”

      Rosalind slid a glance to Lady Penelope. Would she be upset by this arrangement?

      “We are going to have a grand time,” Lady Penelope smiled while linking her arm with Rosalind and practically pulling her up the stairs toward their chambers.

      Rosalind bit back a sigh. At least she would be able to watch over Lady Penelope more easily now that they were sleeping in the same room.
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      Noah watched his sister and Miss Valentine walked toward the house. The sunlight reflected off the deep red within Miss Valentine’s hair. It truly had transformed from a brighter red in childhood to a lovely auburn matured by time.

      “I was not aware you had a sister, Mr. Valentine,” Lady Jillian was saying as Noah returned his attention to those he still stood with.

      “Actually, I have five brothers and four sisters,” Demetrius answered.

      Lady Jillian paled and her hand tightened on Noah’s arm, but her expression revealed no actual discomfort. “Goodness, such a large family.” She looked at Broadridge. “It is only my brother and I.”

      “I wouldn’t have minded having a brother as I was growing up,” Broadridge added.

      “Or a sister,” Lady Jillian sighed.

      As the pair were ten years apart, they might as well have been only children. By the time Lady Jillian was out of leading strings, her brother would have been sent off to school. Though his sisters had been an irritation more times than he could count, Noah was grateful for each one of them. “I only have four sisters,” he said. “However, Valentine House was close enough that I visited there often and had plenty of companionship.” He smiled at the memories and a warmth spread through him. His childhood was much improved when Vicar Grant and his wife took up residence in the vicarage with their ten nieces and nephews. “They were the brothers I didn’t have at home.”

      Lady Jillian frowned. “Valentine House?” she questioned.

      “I do not know why but we started calling it Valentine House,” Noah laughed. “Probably because it had been overrun by Valentines.”

      Demetrius laughed with him. “Overrun is an apt term.”

      Lady Jillian looked from Noah and back to Demetrius. “Why wouldn’t it be called Valentine House?” she asked slowly. “It is the family name.”

      “Because most would refer to it as the vicarage,” Noah answered.

      Her face paled further, and her smile dipped a bit.

      “Let me get you inside. It is too cold to be out here for long.”

      “Yes, thank you.”

      Noah turned from the group and led Lady Jillian back inside. Why was she disturbed by the discussion involving Valentine House? Her hand seemed to tremble on his sleeve. Was it simply the cold or something else entirely?

      Noah glanced back at Broadridge. He appeared unaffected. Lady Jillian was probably freezing from being outside too long. Soon he would have her before a roaring fire to take the chill from her body. The color would return to her cheeks, and she would stop shivering.

      “I don’t recall meeting any of the Valentines previously,” Lady Jillian said as the passed through the door.

      “You would not have,” Noah answered. “Their parents were missionaries who died in India.  The children were sent to Vicar Grant and his wife to raise.”

      She bit her bottom lip and nodded. “Yet they are friends of yours?”

      Noah studied her. Did Lady Jillian have an objection to him having friends that were not considered of their status? “Yes. I hold the entire family in high regard.”

      Again, she nodded and said nothing else as they stopped before the fire, and she pulled her hand from his arm and warmed it before the flames. A footman came forward and relieved her of her wrap.

      “Would you care for a cup of tea, Lady Jillian?”

      She looked up at the servant. Concern marred her brow. “No thank you. I believe I will retire and rest before dinner.”

      She inclined her head to Noah and quit the room. What was bothering Lady Jillian? And what did it have to do with the Valentines?
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