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      May 1814, Mayfair, Woodleigh House

      A sense of dread had been building in Michael, Lord Crawford, from the moment he entered the huge mansion owned by the Woodleigh dukedom. Although he was sure he wasn’t late, his chronometer had stopped at exactly one o’clock, and no matter what he tried, the timepiece would not restart.

      “His Grace, the Duke of Woodleigh, will see you now,” the portly butler said when he reappeared from wherever he had gone more than ten minutes earlier. With his pocket watch out of commission, Michael couldn’t be sure that much time had passed, but it certainly felt far longer.

      He followed the servant past several closed doors to one that stood open to reveal a dark paneled study. With its coffered ceiling above and Turkish carpeting below, it reminded Michael of his banker’s office—stuffy, pretentious, and smelling of cheroot smoke. The man sitting behind the gigantic ebony desk even looked as if he could be a banker.

      “You must be Crawford?”

      “I am, Your Grace,” he acknowledged, bowing deeply.

      “My butler tells me we had an appointment.” Bertram, Duke of Woodleigh, waved to a wooden chair in front of his desk. “Have a seat.”

      The manner in which the words were spoken had Michael on alert. The footman tasked with sending word of his desire for a meeting had said the duke would see him.

      Had the servant been mistaken?

      “I sent a request earlier this morning, Your Grace. The reply said you could meet me at two o’clock.”

      The older man waved a hand, not bothering to look up from whatever had his attention. “Yes, yes. What’s this about?”

      His hands pressed onto the tops of his doeskin-encased thighs, Michael said, “Your daughter, Your Grace. I’d like your permission to court her.”

      Woodleigh raised his head for the first time since Michael had entered the study and regarded him with a curious expression. “Are you speaking of Lady Helena?”

      “I am, Your Grace.”

      Settling back into his leather chair, the duke let out a huff of breath. “That’s not going to be possible,” he stated.

      “Your Grace?” Michael swallowed.

      “You’re too late. She’s already been promised to someone else,” Woodleigh stated.

      For a moment, Michael was sure his heart had stopped beating. His vision grayed at the edges. “Does... does she know that, Your Grace?”

      One of Woodleigh’s graying brows arched up. “Well, I should hope so. She was present when the papers were signed,” he replied. The brow dropped when he seemed to reconsider his comment. “Although she was rather young at the time.” He chuckled softly. “It’s been fifteen years or so since I signed that contract.”

      “So... an arranged marriage then?” Michael asked in a small voice. His heart had begun beating again, the pounding so loud he feared the older man could hear it from across the desk.

      “Well, of course. Have you already spoken to her about courtship?” the duke asked suddenly.

      “I... I have, Your Grace. From her comments on the matter, I don’t believe she’s aware she is betrothed.”

      Woodleigh’s eyes narrowed with suspicion. “Did you already propose marriage?”

      Knowing his pained expression gave him away, Michael merely nodded. “We have been acquaintances for many years, my lord. My regard for her⁠—”

      “Matters not.” The duke set aside his pen. “Have you two been playing house?”

      Michael’s eyes rounded. “Of course not, Your Grace. I would never. Not without your permission to marry her.”

      “Well, that’s a relief,” Woodleigh remarked, waving his hand as if in dismissal. His gaze turned to the papers on his desk.

      Not about to give up, Michael blurted, “If she married me, she would one day be the Marchioness of Fenwick.” Lifting his chin in defiance, he added, “I love her.”

      The duke rolled his eyes. “She’s going to be the Duchess of Weston,” he countered. “She is betrothed to Weston’s oldest whelp.” His attention darted to the side for a moment. “Hugh... Herbert...

      “Lord Harcourt?” Michael stated in disbelief, a rock falling into his stomach at the thought of his Helena with Harcourt Sheppard.

      “Harcourt, yes. That’s his name,” Woodleigh said, a pudgy forefinger waving about. “There’s a provision in the contract which releases her from the obligation in the event he dies before they wed, but I’m quite certain he’ll be taking my daughter to wife before the end of this decade.”

      Michael swallowed. For a moment, he wondered if an accident could be arranged. One in which Harcourt Sheppard met his untimely death by the hand of a highwayman or a deranged horse. Perhaps an especially hard punch during a bare knuckle match. A stray bullet from a hunting foray. A perfectly placed stab from a fencing foil with a missing blossom.

      Mayhap he would be required to challenge the arse to a duel in Wimbledon Common. Having never shot a pistol, he was as likely to shoot himself as he was Harcourt, though.

      “I assure you, Your Grace, I hold Lady Helena in the highest regard. I would never do anything to hurt her.”

      From the way the duke narrowed his eyes, Michael thought for a moment he had succeeded in changing Woodleigh’s mind. When the man scoffed and then chuckled, he realized he hadn’t.

      “Go home, Lord Crawford. Find another young lady with whom to play house. God knows there must be a dozen diamonds of the first water who would suit the Fenwick marquessate,” Woodleigh said on a sigh. “Helena is marrying Harcourt Sheppard, heir to the Weston dukedom.”

      Not about to give up so easily, Michael puffed out his chest. “And if she doesn’t?” Stunned at hearing the challenge in his own voice, he quickly added, “Your Grace?”

      “I’ll send her to a nunnery,” the duke announced. “Now off with you.” Woodleigh returned his attention to whatever he had been reading when Michael arrived.

      Finally rising from his chair, Michael bowed deeply and backed out of the study. When he turned to head for the front door, he stopped short and blinked.

      Lady Helena stood before him, tears streaming down her face. Dressed in a white gown with mahogany ringlets framing her oval face, she would have appeared positively angelic but for her reddened nose and puffy eyes.

      “My lady,” he said softly.

      “Oh, Michael,” she whispered before a sob robbed her of breath. “I’m so sorry. I have no memory of a betrothal. Especially not to him,” she added as more tears fell. “I love you.”

      Michael pulled a handkerchief from his waistcoat pocket and held it against one of her cheeks. He stared at her for several seconds, memorizing everything about her. “I share your sentiments, I assure you, my love. Best of luck,” he said in a quiet voice.

      He took her hand to his lips, kissing it in the manner of how he wished he could kiss her on the lips. When he let go, he straightened and strode towards the front door. Even when he heard her keening cries and sobs, he took his leave of Woodleigh House without so much as a backward glance.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 1


          

          
            THE END IS A BEGINNING

          

        

      

    

    
      Thirty-years later, Weston Hall, Mayfair

      Giving her lady’s maid a grin of satisfaction, Helena, Duchess of Weston, watched as two footmen removed an old wooden trunk from the mistress suite and headed for the attic.

      “Good riddance,” she murmured on a sigh.

      A year’s worth of widow’s weeds were stuffed into that trunk. Clothes she had no intention of ever wearing again. She might have asked that they be burned, but she feared if they were, someone else in the family would die and she would have to have her modiste make new ones.

      “I’ll see to airing out your other gowns, Your Grace,” Stapleton said, dipping a curtsy before she headed to the dressing room. “Have you an entertainment you plan to attend in the next day or so?”

      Helena shook her head. “I’ve absolutely no idea,” she replied. “But it better not involve playing cards. I have had my fill of playing cards this past year.” Ever since her son, Alfred, Duke of Weston, had returned from his Grand Tour, correspondence addressed to both of them hadn’t made it out of the study. Despite a talk with the butler, Pritchard, asking that social correspondence be directed to her instead of Alfred, the only letters delivered to her upstairs salon were those addressed specifically to her.

      “But the Season has begun, has it not?” Stapleton asked.

      “Indeed,” Helena replied. “It seems invitations are being delivered, but... not to me.”

      For a moment, she imagined Alfred withholding them as a sort of punishment. He was angry with her, but for what, she had no clue. She couldn’t help that his father, Harcourt, had died whilst Alfred was in Greece. She couldn’t help that none of her letters bearing the news reached him despite having been sent to the hotels where his itinerary said he would be.

      Nor could she help the sense of relief she had felt when Harcourt had died. His illness, although not chronic, had lasted less than a fortnight. For a man who claimed he would live forever, he refused to believe his end was near until the very last day.

      “You’ll have to help him, Helena,” he had said, wheezing between every third or fourth word.

      “I will,” she had assured him.

      “I never taught him what he needs to know to⁠—”

      “I know,” she had interrupted in an attempt to make him save his breath.

      “I am sorry I doubted you.”

      Those words had her reacting in shock, for Harcourt Sheppard, seventh Duke of Weston, had rarely apologized for anything.

      Perhaps he misread her expression, for he added, “You were never unfaithful, were you? Never played me for the fool?”

      She had inhaled sharply, her dark brows rising. “Of course not,” she replied, her shock turning to anger. “How could you think such a thing?”

      He answered with a fit of coughing, and when he finally regained his breath, he had said, “I know you always loved another.”

      Helena remembered straightening, her spine rigid as she considered how he would know such a thing. She had never spoken of her first love. Her only love. She had never put her thoughts of Michael into writing—to him or to anyone else.

      “Really?” was all she could think to say. What else could she say? She had no intention of confirming his suspicion if that’s all it was, especially if he later recovered from his illness.

      “It bothered me after a time,” he said, his voice raspy. “Which is why...” He swallowed and seemed to struggle for breath. “Why I haven’t bedded you for several years. Why I didn’t get another child on you.”

      Not sure how to respond, Helena merely stared at her husband of seven-and-twenty years in disbelief.

      The cur.

      How different her life would have been if Michael had been allowed to marry her. Michael had loved her. Kissed her with passion. Touched her in ways Harcourt had never attempted. Pleasured her until she had to beg him to stop.

      Made her fall in love with him.

      If she had been allowed to marry Michael, she might have had far more than just two children. They might have raised a boisterous brood in a home filled with laughter and love.

      Considering what might have been, annoyance with her husband had her overcoming her silence. “And here I thought it was because you hired a mistress.”

      He visibly winced. “We had a contract.”

      “We have a contract, which I have not broken,” she stated. “I’m not to take a lover until I have delivered an heir and a spare.” The first she had managed within a year of their marriage. The second... impossible to have accomplished since Harcourt hadn’t seen fit to keeping up his end of the bargain.

      “I am sorry,” he had said in a whisper.

      A moment later, it was apparent he had taken his last breath.

      Their only daughter, Amelia, had been standing in the doorway, thankfully unable to hear their last words. Helena was sure she would never forget the girl’s mournful wails at realizing her father had died.

      Eighteen years old and only a month into her first Season, Amelia was relegated to mourning when she should have been attending balls and soirées, garden parties and the theatre.

      With Alfred away on his Grand Tour and no man of business to see to the dukedom, Helena had simply stepped into her late husband’s study and did what she could to see to it invoices were paid and household accounts were maintained. She handled correspondence and kept in contact with the foremen of the farms and the mines.

      Six months after Weston’s death, when life at Weston Hall had settled into a new routine, Alfred returned from the Mediterranean.

      At first, Helena had felt sorry for her son. Harcourt had done nothing to prepare him for the job of running a dukedom. Had done nothing to apprise him of the political requirements of the position. Had done nothing when it came to documenting banking information or informing him of existing contracts.

      Despite her offers to help, Alfred sequestered himself in the study, as if he was hiding from the world. Insisting she could see to some of the business on his behalf, Helena was stunned when he not only rebuffed her offers, but his manner towards her abruptly changed. He would accept no offers of help. No recommendations and certainly no advice.

      Especially from her.

      Helena was forced to allow him to find out on his own what it would take to be the Duke of Weston.

      Now that she had endured his cold manner and days on end of little or no conversation, his words always terse, she had decided enough was enough. Alfred could not be allowed to continue to treat her as he had been doing.

      

      Her patience at an end, Helena, Duchess of Weston, stood on the threshold of the Weston Hall study and cleared her throat.

      Loudly.

      Alfred lifted his head and regarded her as if he hadn’t known she had been standing there for several minutes. “What is it, Mother?” he asked.

      She crossed her arms and scoffed. “You tell me. Pritchard said you wished to see me.”

      His dark brows furrowing for a moment, Alfred appeared momentarily flummoxed. “There was something,” he murmured before finally shaking his head. “I can’t remember what it was, though.”

      Helena narrowed her eyes. “Can’t remember? Or won’t?” She allowed her anger to sound in her words.

      The way he looked at her had her giving a start. She was sure she saw tears collecting in the corners of his eyes.

      Inhaling softly, she blinked and then hurried to join him behind the desk. She took his head between her hands and kissed the top of his head. “I do not know what is wrong between us, but it must end,” she whispered.

      She hoped she might feel the tenseness in his body lessen. The rigidness of his spine give way to a slump. Instead, he merely knocked one of her hands away. “Leave me be, Mother. I have work to do,” he said.

      Given his cold response, Helena stepped back. Although she was tempted to scold him, she instead took her leave of the study and slowly climbed the stairs to the parlor.

      Her cup of tea had long ago grown cold, but it certainly wasn’t as cold as her son had become since his return from his Grand Tour. She poured a new cup and settled into a chair near the fireplace.

      “What do you suppose happened to Alfred?”

      Unaware her daughter had come into the parlor behind her, Helena nearly spilled her tea. “I wish I knew,” she replied. “Will you join me?”

      Amelia shook her head. “I wish to go to Hatchard’s this afternoon to shop for another book or two,” she replied. Although she would have preferred shopping at the Temple of the Muses, the older bookshop had burned down three years prior. “I was headed upstairs to change clothes, but I couldn’t help but overhear Alfred’s last remark to you. He’s become so cross.”

      “Indeed,” Helena replied. “And I’ve absolutely no idea why. He won’t tell me what’s wrong.”

      “Do you think it has something to do with Father? With the dukedom?”

      Helena gave her daughter an assessing glance. As much as she was worried about her son, she had concerns about Amelia as well. The girl was frequently off to the bookshop or her new friend’s house. She was always accompanied by her lady’s maid, of course, but her absences from Weston Hall were becoming more frequent of late. She had a thought Amelia might have discovered gambling. It would be easy for her to place a friendly wager over a hand of cards.

      “Are you going to play cards?”

      Amelia gave a start. “At the bookshop? No, of course not,” she replied. “Today is the day of the week the new books are put out for sale.”

      Helena nodded, remembering it was Tuesday. “Very good. Do be careful, and have the groom join you in the shop. You could be kidnapped⁠—”

      “Mother.”

      “—and your brother doesn’t need another problem on his plate right now.”

      At hearing this last, Amelia swallowed another word of protest. “Yes, Mother.”

      The young lady hurried from the parlor, Helena sighing when she was once again alone.

      This would be her last day spending an afternoon alone in Weston Hall, though. Now that she was out of mourning, she would be paying calls starting the very next day.

      And attending an entertainment or two if any invitations made it past her son.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            AN ASSIGNATION AT THE BOOKSHOP

          

        

      

    

    
      A few minutes later, upstairs in Weston Hall

      Impatience had Amelia sighing as her lady’s maid placed yet another pin into her top knot. “Really, Trimble, must you take so long? I’m only going to the bookshop.”

      The lady’s maid dropped the pin she had picked up from the dressing table and stepped back. “Oh, pardon, my lady. I quite forgot you’re in a hurry.”

      Amelia had to swallow her initial response. Although Trimble was a gifted stylist and fastidious with her clothes, the lady’s maid always seemed as if she was dicked in the knob. Any hint of displeasure or comments of a critical nature had her bawling her eyes out, but she didn’t take compliments well, either. “I’ll need you to accompany me to Hatchard’s,” Amelia said. “The newest books should be on the shelves by now.”

      “Of course, my lady. I’ll just fetch my shawl and be right down.” The servant took her leave of Amelia’s bedchamber, dipping a quick curtsy before she disappeared.

      Amelia allowed a sigh of relief. If they left in five minutes, they could make it to the bookshop in time for her assignation with Philip, the Earl of Crawford.

      Third floor, second reading room on the right.

      Her heart immediately racing at the thought of seeing the young man again, Amelia pulled on a spencer and matching bonnet. Short white gloves followed before she captured the handle of her favorite reticule and stood before the cheval mirror in the corner.

      She grimaced. Why did bonnets have to make their wearer look so idiotic? Even the most outrageous hat didn’t youthen a young lady back to her days in the schoolroom like a bonnet did.

      Plucking the bonnet from her head and then wincing when she disturbed Trimble’s creative top knot, she tossed the offending headwear aside and searched in her dressing room for a small hat.

      Once she had the small-brimmed felted bowler in place, she hurried down to the front door.

      “Your carriage awaits, my lady,” Pritchard said from where he stood holding the door.

      “I’ve spoken with Mother, so she knows I’m off to my favorite bookseller,” she said as she breezed past the servant.

      “Very good, my lady.”

      Pritchard was about to close the door when Trimble, breathless, stepped around him and darted out to follow her mistress to the carriage.

      “I’ll be going to the third floor,” Amelia stated when they were settled in the velvet squabs. “You’re certainly welcome to shop on whichever floor you’d like, and we can simply meet one another after an hour.”

      Trimble glanced out the window. “If you don’t mind, I’ll go up to the top floor. Where the least expensive books are located. I have some money with me, so I’d like to buy a book.”

      Amelia blinked. “I didn’t know you could read.”

      Trimble dipped her head. “Not well. Not yet. But I’m learning with Mrs. Pritchard’s help,” she explained, referring to the housekeeper.

      “So… what sorts of books are you looking to buy?”

      The lady’s maid furrowed a brow. “Primers, I believe they’re called,” she replied. “Did you ever use one when you were in the schoolroom?”

      Chuckling softly, Amelia nodded. “I had a governess until I was fourteen,” she replied. “So, yes, I had to use a different primer every year.” She gave a start. “Which has me wondering if they aren’t somewhere in the house. Probably in the library. I’ll speak with Mother. See if I can’t get her approval to let you use them.”

      Trimble’s eyes widened. “That would be terribly generous.”

      Amelia shrugged. “They’re not being used now, nor will they until…” She stopped speaking and stared at the servant.

      “What is it, my lady?”

      Giving her head a shake, Amelia said, “I was thinking they wouldn’t be used again until my brother had children.”

      Trimble’s eyes rounded. “Is he courting someone?” Her query sounded innocent enough, but Amelia knew any answer she provided would be shared with the other servants of Weston Hall.

      “Not that I’m aware,” Amelia commented. “But I’m sure Mother will be making some recommendations in that regard very soon.”

      She had a passing thought that if Alfred made more of an effort at the balls they were to attend this Season, he might actually discover a young lady suitable enough to be his duchess. Amelia personally knew several candidates, of course, but she wasn’t sure she wanted any of them to be her sister by marriage.

      There was one she had become fast friends with, though—Lady Violet Cummings, daughter of a marquess and sister of the man she was about to meet on the third story of Hatchard’s.

      Perhaps an introduction would be in order at the next ball.

      Except…

      Did she really wish to subject her new best friend to the less-than-amiable Alfred, Duke of Weston? Her brother had become rather cranky of late. Full of himself. And far too proud.

      She had no idea what had happened to change him so much from the friendly boy he had been when they were younger. Attending boarding school hadn’t been the reason—he returned from Eton significantly taller but no different in his behavior—other than he seemed to know how to play pranks on unsuspecting victims.

      Mayhap the several years at Cambridge University had been the reason, or perhaps something had happened on his Grand Tour.

      Had he been played by a card sharp? Robbed at knife point? Had his advances been rebuffed by an aristocrat’s daughter?

      Or was his behavior simply due to the death of their father? Taking on the role of the Duke of Weston seemed almost too much for him to bear.

      Perhaps it was.

      “Is something wrong, my lady?”

      Pulled from her reverie, Amelia regarded her lady’s maid with surprise. “Not at all. I was merely considering what sort of books I’d like to purchase today,” she said.

      The coach stuttered to a halt in front of the five-story bookshop, and the two stepped down to the pavement with the help of the driver, Simmons. “We’ll be an hour,” she told him, tamping down the excitement she felt when she recognized Philip’s phaeton parked at the curb. A young street urchin held the reins as he casually leaned against a post. “Mother has asked if you might guard the door.”

      “Very good, my lady,” Simmons said, his gaze briefly following hers before he hurried to the bookseller’s door. He opened it for her and the maid and waited until they were inside before taking up a position near the door to wait.

      Leading her lady’s maid up the stairs to the third floor, Violet paused to wish Trimble good luck in finding a primer and then turned her attention to the shelves featuring the newest books.

      When she was sure the servant was on her way up the rest of the stairs, she ducked into the second reading room and stopped short near the entrance.

      Philip was there to meet her, but there were others sitting about, their heads bent whilst they read books they might or might not buy.

      “I was beginning to worry,” Philip said as he took her gloved hand to his lips.

      “I apologize. My lady’s maid took longer than usual,” she murmured, nervously glancing about to be sure she didn’t recognize anyone.

      “I think I found the perfect book for you, my lady,” he said a bit louder. “I believe it arrived today.” He offered an arm and led her out of the reading room to the opposite side of the third floor, where another reading room was located. More of an alcove with a chair and a side table, the room was empty.

      He shut the door and quickly took her into his arms. “I have looked forward to playing house with you all day,” he whispered.

      “Not as much as I have,” she countered. She stood on tiptoe and placed a hand on his shoulder, inviting the quick kiss he bestowed on her.

      “Speaking of playing house, I have something I’d like us to discuss,” he said, which had her stepping back in surprise. The last time they had met like this, they had spent most of their time in an embrace, kissing one another and sharing their secrets in soft murmurs.

      “You sound terribly serious,” she accused.

      “That’s because… well, it is. The thing of it is, I would like you to be my wife. My eventual marchioness,” he whispered.

      Given their behavior since their initial interaction during a ball, Philip’s words might have been expected. The two had been meeting in the bookshop for months, playfully flirting with one another until the flirting led to playful kisses and finally to passionate kissing and fondling.

      His words still had Amelia grinning in delight, though.

      “I would love to be your wife,” she replied. “To play house for real. I think I can manage the duties of a marchioness. Especially if they’re anything like that of a duchess.”

      He nodded. “It’s a relief to hear you say the words,” he murmured. “There’s only the matter of gaining Weston’s permission to wed you.”

      Amelia inhaled softly. “Perhaps asking permission to court me would be better. For appearances’ sake,” she replied.

      Philip seemed to think on her suggestion before he nodded. “Agreed.”

      They stared at one another for a moment before Philip audibly sighed. “There is one potential problem. I’m hoping it won’t be an issue, but⁠—”

      “What is it?” Worry sounded in her voice, and one of her hands gripped the lapel of his top coat, as if she needed it for support.

      “Your brother.”

      Amelia blinked. “Weston?” Usually she would have referred to him as Alfred, but given the six months he had spent in the role of a duke, his serious manner and pompous attitude had her calling him by his title.

      “Yes. I’m afraid that although we used to be the best of friends when we were younger, something happened whilst we were at Cambridge,” Philip explained. “I’m not exactly sure what I did to offend him⁠—”

      “Probably nothing,” she said in a whisper.

      “I was thinking, perhaps if I paid a call on your mother first⁠—”

      “That’s an excellent idea,” Amelia said with excitement. “She’ll be thrilled at the idea of me marrying. She can be the one to let Weston know there is someone interested so that when you do meet with him, he’ll already be expecting the question.”

      Although he agreed with her assessment—to a point—Philip didn’t seem happy with the plan. “We could try that, yes,” he said, although there wasn’t any conviction behind his words.

      “Or?” she prompted.

      “We could be the scandal of the Season by eloping. Take the Fenwick traveling coach up to Gretna Green and be married there.”

      Amelia blinked several times before she took a step back. “Oh, Philip. You’re playing me. For a moment, I thought you might be serious,” she accused, a huge grin brightening her face.

      Philip’s happy expression faltered before he chuckled softly. “It seemed far more reasonable when I was merely thinking about it,” he said with a shrug. “You must know I would do most anything to ensure we can be together.”

      Staring up at him, her chocolate brown eyes rounding in awe, Amelia said, “You always put voice to the most romantic thoughts.”

      His lip quirked. “I have them all the time when it comes to you.” He pulled her back into his arms and kissed her quite thoroughly. When he finally came up for air, he pressed his lips to her forehead and then to the side of her head not covered by the hat.

      “You think about me that much?” she asked quietly, her face heating with a blush.

      He nodded. “I know why, too. Now that I’ve decided I want you as my wife, I’m reminded I’m of an age when I must marry. I need to start my nursery. Do my duty,” he explained.

      Amelia winced at hearing the word ‘duty,’ and she knew he saw it. “I do hope you’re not reminded only of duty when you think about me.”

      Chuckling again, he shook his head. “It will not seem like a duty with you,” he assured her. “With you, fathering a child will be something I look forward to doing. Often, if possible.” He arched a brow, as if he wanted to gauge her reaction.

      Sure he was testing her, Amelia said, “Philip Cummings, if you’re referring to…” She lowered her voice to a whisper. “Making love, then you should know that I know… well, that is to say… I’m aware of what’s… required… and…” She swallowed.

      “Let me guess. You read it in a book?”

      She straightened, her shoulders pulled back. “An illustrated book, actually.”

      His expression suddenly serious, Philip asked, “That didn’t scare you off to the idea of making love with me?”

      She shook her head. “Not completely.”

      Smirking, he kissed her once more. “I won’t expect you to do the more salacious acts you no doubt saw in some of those illustrations,” he whispered. “Unless… unless you want to.”

      Sure her face was bright red, Amelia allowed a slight shrug. “I suppose it will depend on how much wine I’ve had with dinner.”

      Philip dropped his forehead to hers and grinned. “You are the most delightful creature,” he murmured.

      She lifted herself on tiptoes and kissed him once more. “I can hardly wait to be yours.”

      Kissing her lips and then the back of her hand, Philip sighed. “I shouldn’t stay any longer. I would hate for you to be a source of gossip because I have kept you in a…” He glanced around. “A closet. I’ll take my leave now. Have a seat and wait for a few minutes before you depart,” he instructed.

      “Understood. When will I see you again?”

      He paused before turning the door handle. “Tomorrow night. Will you be at the Everly soirée?”

      She nodded. “I’ll be there.”

      “Save me the waltzes, if there are any,” he said before he slipped out the door.

      Amelia crossed her arms and hugged herself as she smiled. Falling into the chair, she opened the book Philip had given her and was well into reading the first chapter when she remembered she wasn’t where she was supposed to be.

      Trimble was probably already waiting for her.

      Pretending interest in the book she was reading, Amelia opened the door and slipped out of the small reading room.

      She nearly collided with her lady’s maid.

      “Oh, pardon, my lady,” the maid said as she stepped back in surprise.

      “Why, Trimble. I found what I was looking for,” she said as she held up the book Philip had given her. “Did you find a primer?”

      The lady’s maid held two books, one in each hand. She paused a moment before she said, “I’m not sure. There was a very handsome young man who said they were, but…” She leaned in closer. “I could not be sure if he was playing me or telling me the truth.”

      Amelia glanced down at the spine of the book she held—A Guide for the Keeping of a House by a Lady. She rolled her eyes before glancing at Trimble’s books. Both had pasteboard covers that made them look as if they had been well-used, but the edges of the pages weren’t feathered. “This is a first year primer, and this is a second year primer, so… he did not steer you wrong,” she replied. Curious as to who might have helped her lady’s maid, she asked, “Would you recognize the young man if you saw him again?”

      “Oh, yes, my lady. His name is Crawford, and he had a most happy countenance.”

      Amelia blinked. “How do you know Lord Crawford?”

      “He greeted another gentleman who was climbing the stairs when he was going down the stairs, and that man said his name.” When Amelia stepped aside to allow another patron to squeeze by her and enter the alcove, Trimble asked, “Have you two been introduced?”

      Indicating they should take their leave, Amelia headed for the stairs. “I have indeed. I’ve played cards with him at a house party. I’ve even danced with him several times. He’s the son of a marquess.” She arched a brow. “I couldn’t imagine a better man to be my husband.”

      They descended the two flights of stairs to the ground floor and made their way to the counter behind which several clerks completed bills of sales for books.

      “Ah, Lady Amelia, so good to see you again,” Philip said from her right.

      Heat suffused her face as she turned to acknowledge the young man who stood in one of the other lines at the counter. “Lord Crawford. Is it true I have you to thank for helping my lady’s maid with her choice of books on this fine day?”

      Philip grinned, which had a dimple appearing at the base of his left cheek. “It was nothing, my lady,” he claimed. “I was happy to help.”

      Warmth suffused Amelia’s cheeks as she lifted the book he had chosen for her to the countertop. “I came for a new novel or two, but it appears I’ll be taking home this,” she said, her lip quirking at the same time she arched a brow.

      Glancing at the book he had given her—A Guide for the Keeping of a House by a Lady—Philip appeared impressed. “It looks as if you’ll be in charge of your own house soon,” he commented. “Playing wife.”

      “I do hope so. Sooner rather than later.”

      His gaze darted about the area around them before he lowered his voice and said, “Then let us hope certain family members can be convinced. I shouldn’t want to read in The Tattler about how you and your beau were forced to marry in Greta Green.”

      Amelia’s eyes rounded as she quickly glanced around to ensure his comment hadn’t been overheard. Satisfied no one was eavesdropping, she whispered, “Then I suppose it’s a good idea to keep a trunk packed for such a possibility.”

      It was Philip’s turn to blush, and he did so as a clerk turned to wait on him. “I thank you for the recommendation,” he said to Amelia. “I’m sure I’ll see you again soon.”

      “You as well, my lord. Do have a good day.”

      Amelia was smiling broadly when she and Trimble took their leave of the bookshop.
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