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      Minnie Dixon has loved the Marquess of Whitehall for…well, forever. So when her friend asks her to write love letters to him as a joke, it’s easy to do, but no laughing matter. She puts her heart into those anonymous letters, only to discover her friend has claimed to be the author. Now Whitehall is falling for the wrong woman. Revenge is the only answer Minnie can see, so she outs herself as the true author of the love notes.

      

      Michael Saunders, Marquess of Whitehall, is first hurt that someone would pretend to love him, then angry at being the butt of their joke. He’s still in need of a wife, however, and when the pain subsides he’s curious if the woman who wrote those impassioned letters could really love him as she said. He honestly doubts anyone is capable of such emotion, but decides getting to know her will free him of the notion such a love could be real. Then he can continue his search for an amicable marriage.

      

      Given a second chance she never dreamed possible, can Minnie prove she’s everything the marquess could ever want in a wife and have her happy ending?
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      Minnie Dixon hesitated at the entrance to the large room in the Earl and Countess of Bacton’s lovely town house, her breath caught in anticipation of the night ahead. Mama was determined to take advantage of Minnie’s sister CeCe’s recent engagement to a viscount and find suitable husbands for her remaining two daughters. As much as Minnie longed to marry, she knew she was too reserved to draw the attention of most men. She was twenty-two years old, and this was her fourth Season in London. She held little hope of being engaged by the time summer arrived.

      Beside her, her sisters, CeCe and Bella, pressed eagerly forward, undeterred by the wave of chattering voices and music that rushed to greet them. The vast space writhed with the elite members of the ton, as well as those like Mrs. Dixon who longed to breathe the same air as those whose names appeared regularly in the morning news columns. The ball in full motion set the glittering mass of London society ablaze, its energy so potent that Minnie’s quiet presence threatened to collapse beneath the sheer weight of sensation. She remained still, half shadowed in the periphery, her soul whispering for retreat, even as her gaze sought a singular face amid the press of people—the striking Michael Saunders, Marquess of Whitehall, whose presence stirred a private storm within her. The moment she caught sight of him, her heart pirouetted dangerously.

      The Dixon sisters moved through the bustling crowd with practiced grace, their mother leading the way with the confidence of one who had weathered many such evenings. CeCe’s voice floated above the din, bright and teasing, while Bella’s gentle laughter offered a soothing counterpoint. Minnie lingered behind, her movements soft and unobtrusive, her eyes drinking in the elegance and chaos that surrounded her. Gentlemen and ladies, resplendent in their finery, engaged in animated conversations, their voices a tapestry of expectation and intrigue.

      “You mustn’t be so timid, Minnie,” CeCe chided with a playful lilt, casting a backward glance at her younger sister. “How do you expect to enjoy yourself hiding in the shadows?”

      Bella chimed in, her tone soft yet encouraging. “Do try to engage with the others. It would be a shame to let such a lovely evening come to naught.”

      Minnie smiled, her heart warmed by their affection. Yet, she felt the familiar pull of reticence, a gentle tether that kept her anchored on the periphery. It was safer here, away from the prying eyes and unspoken judgments of society. But even in her solitude, she could not resist the magnetic draw of one particular presence. Her eyes found Whitehall again, and the world seemed to hold its breath.

      His dark hair and sparkling blue eyes made him stand out among the crowd, his confidence and charm an undeniable beacon. Minnie watched as he navigated the gathering with an ease that spoke of his outgoing personality, engaging in conversation with a succession of admirers, each one more eager than the last. Her heart tightened at the sight, a strange and contradictory mix of longing and reluctance threading through her veins. She imagined what it would be like to speak with him, to hold his attention for even a fleeting moment. But her past cautions loomed large, and she quelled the reckless yearning with a determined shake of her head.

      “Oh, I see what holds your attention,” CeCe declared, her voice a delighted singsong as she followed Minnie’s line of sight. “The Marquess of Whitehall is indeed a handsome catch.”

      Minnie’s cheeks flushed with sudden heat, her sister’s playful observation striking too close to the truth. She cast her eyes down, hoping to hide the tumult of emotions that threatened to betray her. “It is nothing of the sort,” she protested weakly, though her heart belied the words.

      Bella observed her with thoughtful eyes, a knowing smile playing at her lips. “There is no harm in admiring from afar, Minnie. Though perhaps you might dare to dream a little closer.”

      Their teasing emboldened her for a fleeting moment, a spark of rebellion flaring within her. She raised her head, determined to face her own feelings, only to have them scatter like leaves in the wind at the sight of Madeline Sinclair. The ambitious young woman stood a short distance away, her striking figure commanding attention as she conversed with a cluster of elegantly dressed gentlemen. Her red hair gleamed under the candlelight, a fiery contrast to her dark green eyes, which seemed to pierce through the layers of artifice around her.

      Minnie felt a shiver of unease, aware of Madeline’s reputation for cunning and manipulation. She instinctively drew back, hoping to remain invisible to the perceptive gaze that could unravel secrets with unsettling precision. The walls of the room seemed to close in around her, and she walked away with the practiced subtlety of one who had perfected the art of going unnoticed.

      A solid presence halted her progress, and she looked up, startled, to find herself face to face with none other than Whitehall. Her breath caught, a wild and fluttering thing, as her wide brown eyes met his curious blue ones.

      “Forgive me,” she stammered, her voice a soft quiver. “I did not mean to⁠—”

      The Marquess regarded her with an expression of mild surprise, tempered by the faintest hint of amusement. “Miss Minerva Dixon, isn’t it? I seem to have become an unintended obstacle in your path.” His voice was smooth, a rich baritone that sent her heart skittering anew.

      Minnie cringed at the sound of her name, which she hated. She much preferred Minnie. Yet she realized he knew who she was. Her flustered mind raced to form a coherent response, her usual eloquence lost in the moment’s disarray. “It is I who should apologize, my lord. I didn’t watch where I was going.”

      “An understandable misstep, given the whirl of activity,” he replied graciously, inclining his head with an elegant nod. “I trust you are enjoying the ball?”

      The warmth in his tone was both thrilling and terrifying, and Minnie struggled to maintain her composure. Her voice was barely above a whisper when she said, “Indeed, I am. It is quite splendid.”

      Whitehall smiled, a genuine and disarming gesture, and Minnie’s heart soared before crashing back to earth with the realization that she could not remain in his presence for a moment longer without unraveling entirely. With a hurried curtsy, she excused herself and fled to the sanctuary of her sisters.

      CeCe and Bella received her with barely concealed mirth, their eyes alight with curiosity and unspoken questions. Minnie could hardly meet their gazes, her mind still a whirl of confusion and elation from her encounter with the Marquess.

      CeCe leaned closer, her grin as mischievous as ever. “Well? You must tell us what he said.”

      Minnie shook her head, a dazed smile tugging at her lips. “Nothing of consequence.”

      Bella placed a gentle hand on her arm, her understanding glance conveying both sympathy and encouragement. “Perhaps it is the beginning of something more.”

      Minnie’s heart whispered of possibilities, even as her mind resisted the pull of such reckless hope. She turned her attention back to the spectacle of the ball, letting the swirl of sound and light envelop her once more.

      Her ability to avoid confrontation didn’t last.

      “Miss Minerva?” came a voice as smooth as silk and just as slippery. Madeline Sinclair appeared at her side, her calculated smile sharp as a blade.

      Minnie tensed, sensing the undercurrents of ambition that always accompanied the young woman’s presence. “Miss Sinclair, how delightful to see you here,” Minnie greeted, her lips curving into a semblance of a smile, waiting to hear what made the woman seek her out.

      “Your sister’s acquaintance with a certain viscount is causing quite the sensation of late,” Miss Sinclair observed. “And yet, here you are, hiding your light instead of using that association to gain introductions.”

      “Perhaps some lights shine brighter in the shadows,” Minnie replied, the words infused with a gentle defiance. She heard enough reprimands from her mother. She didn’t need this hoyden pushing her onto center stage. Not one matron in London was eager for the addition of yet another gentleman’s daughter into the Marriage Mart queue, so Miss Sinclair clearly had an ulterior motive.

      “Dearest Minnie, you are adept with words in a way that is most rare. I wish I had your talent. Imagine the effect those words have upon the reader if one were to write them down.”

      Minnie shifted uneasily, the weight of Miss Sinclair’s gaze unsettling. “Are you suggesting I write for the newspapers?”

      Miss Sinclair’s fingers lightly touched Minnie’s arm. “Consider this. If you were to pen letters to someone of... let’s say, the Marquess of Whitehall’s standing, think of how they might make him feel.”

      Minnie’s heart quickened at the mention of the marquess, his name alone enough to stir the tender emotions she harbored. “I could never do such a thing. He’d laugh at my audacity, and if his friends found out—” Well, she could say goodbye to any chance she had of finding a husband in Town.

      Miss Sinclair laughed a little too loudly, then looked around to see who might be listening. Before responding, she took Minnie’s elbow and led her to a spot in a corner near a large potted cane plant. “Don’t be silly. Why would I suggest you flirt with the marquess? He’d never return the affection. You’ll write the letters anonymously, of course. Then, when the time is right, I’ll confess to having written the letters and Whitehall will see that I am perfect for him.”

      Unable to believe the suggestion being put before her, Minnie gnawed at the inside of her lower lip, a habit her mother abhorred. Why didn’t Miss Sinclair simply talk to the man, or throw herself in his vicinity when a hostess was at hand finding partners for all her single young female guests?

      A larger question was why the woman thought Minnie would do her such a favor. They weren’t friends. Miss Sinclair’s grandfather was a viscount, and Minnie and her sisters must go back four generations to their only noble relative, and he was on their mother’s side. If Minnie were to write these letters, she’d have to get something in return. “Surely you don’t expect me to write the letters out of the goodness of my heart. What favor will you do me?”

      “I shall arrange an introduction to those who truly matter in society. When I am betrothed to Whitehall, his friends will be my friends. You may have your pick among them.”

      Hesitation gripped Minnie, her thoughts a whirlwind. To craft letters to Whitehall, under the guise of anonymity, seemed a dangerous game. Besides, those friends of his had shown no interest in her in the four years since she came out in society, so they weren’t likely to suddenly take notice of her with Miss Sinclair’s encouragement. She’d have better luck asking CeCe’s betrothed, Viscount Stavely, to introduce her to his friends, as Mama surely planned to do soon.

      And why on earth would she wish to sway Whitehall’s heart to love someone other than her? Even knowing she held no chance of receiving his love, could she push him toward someone else?

      Still, the temptation to express her concealed ardor, even in secret, was potent. She had a journal filled with such sentiment. He was the only man she could imagine ever loving, even knowing how foolish her dreams were that he might feel an affection for her in return.

      “Isn’t it deceitful?” Minnie ventured. He didn’t seem the type to laugh if they declared the entire scheme to be a joke. He’d likely hate her and could complicate any chance of Minnie being accepted by another man. But what were the chances he’d find out her part?

      “Merely a means to an end, my sweet friend,” Miss Sinclair coaxed. “No one need know the author is anyone other than me once I confess. And I promise, upon my honor, to ensure your part in the scheme will never be known.”

      Against her better judgement, Minnie consented, the gravity of her decision settling upon her like a heavy shawl.

      Later that night, by the flickering light of a solitary candle, she poured her soul onto the parchment. In the stillness of her chamber, Minnie dipped her quill into the inkwell with a hand that betrayed none of her inner turmoil. The candlelight cast long shadows across the paper as she composed.

      May these words touch your heart as surely as you have touched mine, she began.

      Your laughter, like the melody of a nightingale, lingers in the memory of those graced by its presence.

      As Minnie wrote, she envisioned Miss Sinclair’s bright chuckles, rather than the soft sighs he brought to her lips. She hesitated for a moment, her heart a traitorous drum against her chest, before adding a final touch.

      I dare not say more, for I have confessed too much already and surely, you’ll guess who I am. But my identity is not important. I merely wished that you know how profoundly someone feels about you.

      Yours, everlastingly,

      

      An Admirer

      

      Her eyelids were heavy as she watched the ink dry. In the morning, she would have a servant deliver the envelope to Miss Sinclair to post. She wanted to feel pleased with herself for the emotions she’d expressed, but all she felt was disappointment. Lord Whitehall would never care for her the way she cared for him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      At a ball the next Wednesday, Minnie watched from the periphery as Miss Sinclair moved through the crowd, the embodiment of poise and charm. While Minnie wanted to hear any news about Whitehall’s response to the letter she’d sent, she didn’t wish to spend any time with Miss Sinclair. Luckily, the woman didn’t appear to be looking for her.

      From the corner of her eye, Minnie caught sight of Whitehall standing just a few feet to her left, his gaze intent upon Miss Sinclair. “Who could have written such stirring words?” he mused aloud to the man beside him.

      “Perhaps a lady of deep sentiment and hidden fire,” Lord Billingsley suggested, and after a moment, both men laughed.

      “Any ‘lady’ with hidden fire wouldn’t be so coy as to write a letter.” Whitehall shifted on his feet and continued to watch the crowd. “And any lady who truly admired me as she wrote wouldn’t dare put the words on paper at the risk of being exposed.”

      “Still, I must admit to some small envy at your receiving such a letter. I wish someone felt that way about me,” Billingsley admitted.

      Minnie clenched her jaw and kept quiet. While pleased Whitehall had appreciated what she wrote, she was even more delighted that Miss Sinclair’s ploy wouldn’t earn his love. She should be kind and hope that he finds happiness and love with someone, whether it be her or some other lucky woman, but she couldn’t wish that joy on Miss Sinclair. The woman was too selfish, too undeserving of a good man like him.

      He deserved better.

      The woman in question approached the two men just as the musicians ended the current set of dances. “Lord Whitehall, you haven’t forgotten our dance, have you?” Miss Sinclair asked brightly.

      “Of course not, I was just about to come find you,” he said.

      Miss Sinclair giggled loudly. She led the men in small talk while waiting for the announcement of the next set, then held her hand out to Whitehall, who offered his arm and led her to the area cleared for the dancers.

      Retreating farther into the gathered spectators, Minnie clutched her hands tightly together. She observed their dance, the way Whitehall leaned in to say something that made Miss Sinclair’s eyes sparkle with triumph. If she hadn’t heard his opinion just minutes before, Minnie would assume the seeds she had sown with her words had taken root in fertile ground, blossoming into something she could never claim as her own.

      A thought suddenly hit her. What if Miss Sinclair had added her name to the letter, or on the envelope?

      “Are you unwell, Miss Minerva?” a concerned older woman inquired as she paused in her stroll about the room.

      “Merely fatigued from the evening’s exertions,” she replied.

      “Such a tender soul,” the woman murmured as Minnie excused herself from the spot.

      As she slipped into a secluded alcove, she shut out the murmurs of the other guests. Try as she might, she couldn’t keep her gaze from following Whitehall and Miss Sinclair on the dance floor. They suited each other physically, his height making hers less noticeable, their hair color almost the same shade of brown. Miss Sinclair must have a substantial supply of witty adages because her dance partner laughed each time they drew close enough to exchange a bit of conversation. If she didn’t know better, Minnie would assume she was witness to a growing fondness between the pair.

      She wasn’t the only one to make such an observation. After the set of dances ended and Whitehall escorted Miss Sinclair to her mother’s side, he joined his friend, Lord Paul Arness, who stood near where Minnie still lurked. Unseen, she became privy to their conversation.

      “Whitehall, your pursuit of Miss Sinclair is most unexpected,” Lord Paul remarked, his tone light yet probing. “Is there something between the two of you?”

      Whitehall released a sigh. “It’s not affection that compels me, but rather curiosity, and it’s not only Miss Sinclair I’m studying. I received an unsigned letter from an admirer, you see. I’m certain it was nothing more than a silly prank, for I can’t think of any woman who holds such a strong regard for me. Still, the idea holds a certain allure, a puzzle to be solved. Could the woman be among us tonight?”

      “You’ll have to speak to every woman here to find out,” Lord Paul said with a wink. “I don’t envy you. I only talk to those my mother throws in my path.”

      Minnie’s heart raced at the idea he might truly wish to meet the author of her letter. Would he hunt her out? Or had he dismissed her already?

      Lord Paul seemed to reconsider his words. “A woman who pours her heart into a letter isn’t likely to be a magpie, now that I think about it. Those women pour on their flattery as they speak. Perhaps you can focus on the quiet ones. They tend to be thinkers.”

      Whitehall chuckled. “But one must be careful not to mistake stillness for depth.”

      “Quite so,” Lord Paul agreed, as they drifted away, leaving behind the echo of their laughter.

      Minnie pressed a hand to her fluttering heart. She was the still water, overlooked and underestimated. The hurt swelled within her, a tide of humiliation that threatened to breach the dam of her composure. She was caught between the roles of creator and creation, the author of a love letter that sang of passion and wit, yet deemed unworthy of the affections they inspired because of her unwillingness to speak up.

      In her sheltered spot in the alcove, Minnie confronted a truth more painful than any scorn. She was invisible not only to Polite Society but to the very man who occupied her tenderest musings. With a resolve as fragile as lace, she stepped back into the light of the ballroom, the specter of her dashed hopes trailing silently in her wake.

      Minnie moved like a ghost as she skirted the dancers, her gown’s hem whispering across the wooden floor, its fabric the palest blue of twilight. The soft silk brushed against her arms, a tactile reminder of the barrier between her own world of solitude and the one filled with vivacious laughter and lively conversation that vibrated around her.

      The opulent room, with its high ceilings adorned with gilded moldings, seemed to shrink as she made her way to the corner where her sisters stood with their mother. CeCe caught her eye, concern etching her brow beneath her neatly styled curls. Bella’s lips pressed into a thin line, her fan fluttering more rapidly than the wings of a caged sparrow. Both appeared to sense the tumult behind Minnie’s demure facade.

      “Are you unwell, sister?” CeCe inquired, her voice laced with worry.

      “Merely tired,” Minnie replied, betraying none of the tempest within. She forced a smile, though it felt as if she were stitching a grin on a cloth doll—pretty, yet void of warmth.

      The musicians’ melody wove through the air, a sound that should have soothed her. Yet it wasn’t sweet enough to blot out her thoughts about the letter—the outpouring of her soul now ensnared in Miss Sinclair’s perfidious web.

      No matter how much she thought about her situation, the facts didn’t change. To reveal herself as the true author of the letter would be to invite scandal and humiliation. Yet, silence guaranteed Whitehall’s continued pursuit of Miss Sinclair, or some other woman, under the guise of an affection that was rightly hers.

      As the music faded at the end of another set, Minnie’s gaze drifted to the far end of the room where Whitehall stood, his profile as striking as any Grecian bust. His laughter reached her, a melodic rumble that resonated with the charm that had first captured her attention. It was in that moment—a fleeting heartbeat—that Minnie knew what she must do.

      With a deep breath, Minnie steadied herself, her decision made. She would not expose her secret, nor would she allow Miss Sinclair to triumph unchallenged. Minnie vowed to guard the truth of her writing, to keep the essence of her affections hidden beneath layers of propriety and poise.

      “Come, let us escape for some fresh air,” CeCe suggested, mistaking Minnie’s resolute expression for a need to escape the crush.

      “Yes, let’s.” Minnie allowed her sisters to lead her away from the room.

      As they passed by the tall windows, the night air kissed her cheeks with the promise of summer—a gentle caress that whispered of changes coming. But Minnie turned her face away, her heart anchored to a winter that refused to thaw.
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