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      Lady Jane Wrightmore paused to catch her breath as she straddled the windowsill in her friend Daffodil’s old room at the finishing school.

      The silk skirt of her gown was heavy as she hoisted it up, and she blew a lock of auburn hair out of her face as she craned her neck to look down at the ground below.

      Her breath caught at the drop. But the tree branch was right there, so close she could touch it. She reached out.

      Nearly. She could nearly touch it. All it would take was one little leap.

      Without this dratted gown she could do it in her sleep.

      But she couldn’t very well arrive at a masquerade in her petticoat, now could she?

      She glanced back into the dark bedroom, doubt creeping in for the first time since she’d hatched this ridiculous plan.

      But the dark room was not a welcoming sight either. It was just a reminder that all of her friends were gone for the summer, while she was stuck here in London. Alone.

      She heard a noise below and glanced down to see her maid Sally waiting as they’d planned by the garden’s edge. Sally waved cheerfully, her smile bright in the moonlight.

      Jane grinned. She couldn’t have gone to all this trouble for nothing. The fact that she’d found such an adventurous ally with her maid was nothing short of a miracle.

      And to discover that her oldest friend just happened to be in London this week and would be in attendance at a public masquerade…

      She glanced up at the moonlit sky with a smile. One would be tempted to believe this was fate.

      And who was she to disregard fate?

      With that thought she took a deep breath…and leapt.

      She caught the limb easily and wrapped her legs around the trunk, her slippered foot seeking out the next foothold as she had so many times as a child.

      True, the heavy gown and the mask dangling from her neck weren’t exactly helpful, but she managed nonetheless. And soon enough she was on the ground, Sally bustling around her, brushing off the twigs and leaves that had caught in the fabric of her skirts.

      “Well done, miss,” Sally said.

      Sally truly was a treasure.

      Jane grinned. “Are you ready?”

      “To see my first masquerade?” Sally linked her arm through Jane’s as they headed toward the street. “I don’t suppose I need to answer that, do I, miss?”

      Jane laughed. She supposed not. Sally’s enthusiasm was infectious, and Jane’s much shorter legs hurried to keep up with the other girl.

      “Are you sure he’ll be here tonight?” Jane asked as they made their way down the street, heads down and masks on, just in case.

      “That’s what I was told,” Sally said.

      Sally’s cousin worked for the Marquess of Northbridge’s family. “Last my cousin had heard, your fella was set on having one night of fun before heading to his estate.”

      It was on the tip of Jane’s tongue to point out that the marquess was not her fella. But she didn’t really care to explain just who he was to her or why she was taking this risk.

      Mainly because that would mean justifying it to herself.

      And right now the mere thought of what would happen if she were caught tonight made Jane’s belly twist with nerves.

      Her parents were already out of patience with her. They’d already exiled her to London for the summer rather than let her return home.

      She couldn’t even imagine what they’d do if they learned about tonight’s adventure.

      Was it worth it?

      That remained to be seen. She just had to hope she didn’t get caught. And that it wasn’t all in vain.

      Luke just had to be at this masquerade tonight.

      And she had to believe that he was still the same fun-loving, understanding friend she recalled from her youth. He was…wasn’t he?

      It had been nearly a decade since she’d last seen him, but he couldn’t have changed that much, could he?

      Surely he’d remember his neighbor who’d kept him company on so many outings. It was she who’d taught him how to catch frogs, after all. And they’d learned to ride at one another’s sides.

      Surely he’d be happy to see her and would help her if he could…

      “There it is, miss,” Sally said as they approached a large building that was brightly lit from within. From the street, Jane could see the candelabras, along with the crowd that already filled the great hall.

      Was Luke in there? She narrowed her eyes to peer into the brightly lit ballroom, but couldn’t make out more than silhouettes.

      “We’ve made it this far,” Jane said. She hoped Sally couldn’t hear the quiver of nerves in her voice as she forced a cheerful grin. “Shall we?”

      She and Sally forged ahead, reviewing their plan as they went. They’d go their separate ways once inside, but at the stroke of midnight they’d meet again on the corner they’d just passed so they could sneak back into Madame Bellafonte’s finishing school with none the wiser.

      Hopefully.

      That was the plan, at least.

      It was a plan she felt good about—until she entered the masquerade.

      She blinked at the sudden noise and chaos that met her once inside the entry.

      “Have fun, miss,” Sally shouted, her smile filled with glee as she let go of Jane’s arm and dove into the fray.

      “Fun,” Jane echoed as she let the crush carry her along farther into the sea of partygoers. A lady’s high, shrill laugh to her right made her flinch, and then a man knocking into her left shoulder made her wince. But it was the sight of all these masks that had her insides shrinking and her belly twisting, because…

      How was she supposed to recognize Luke when every man here had his face covered?

      The best image she had to recall her old friend was from the last time she’d seen him. He’d been twelve to her ten, and nearly as scrawny as she.

      He’d had hair the color of gold and the same sharp, regal features as his mother. Though his had typically been softened with a smile, whereas hers were permanently puckered in a look of worry.

      Surely he’d matured and aged just as she had. But how had that boy grown? She assumed he’d be taller, but by how much?

      A slender man jostled past her just then as if to make her point. She had no notion how he’d developed. Was he gangly or round, broad-shouldered or narrow? Was his hair still fair or had it darkened to be as brown as his father’s?

      Her heart fluttered as the true foolishness of her plan became evident. Small as she was, the crowd caught her in its midst, moving her ever forward as surely as if she were a leaf adrift in a river.

      She found a spot to stand on the edge of the revelry and craned her neck this way and that for a golden-haired boy.

      Er, man.

      She supposed he was a man now. That much she knew to be true. He was a man, and a marquess to boot. Her lips twitched as she thought of all the ways she might tease him.

      Assuming he still knew how to poke fun at himself.

      When her friend Jocelyn had informed her that she had an interest in marrying Luke, Jane had pointed out that he might very well have grown up to be just like his father.

      She hoped not. His father had been the very worst sort of oaf. A cruel bully and a pompous, stuffed-shirt buffoon.

      May he rest in peace.

      His father had recently passed, however, leaving Luke the new marquess. And, according to Jocelyn and every other woman in society, the man to marry this season.

      But now Jocelyn had gone and fallen in love with her brother’s best friend and no longer had her sights set on Luke. Which was disappointing. It would have been great fun if Jocelyn had become mistress of the neighboring estate.

      But then again…who knew when Jane’s parents would actually allow her to return to her home? Perhaps it would never be her home ever again.

      The thought made her throat tight and her eyes sting.

      She missed her home. Not her parents, necessarily. But she missed her childhood bedroom, and the servants she’d known since birth, and most of all she missed the stable full of horses she adored.

      Her heart ached for long afternoons spent riding out in the meadows, exploring the woods beyond, and racing over creeks and hedges as wind and laughter whipped around her.

      That was the only time she truly felt free. When the weight of expectations disappeared. When her flaws and mishaps faded away, and her parents’ hopes for her future vanished, it was just Jane and her mare and the wind in her hair.

      Her sigh was drowned out by the loud quartet playing nearby and the raucous laughter from her other side. Even here on the edges of the masquerade, the crowd was overwhelming. An ever moving sea of people.

      Her gaze caught on a group of tall gentlemen standing near the glass doors leading to the veranda. Several of the men did not wear masks and they looked to be around the right age. And there…

      His back was to her but his hair was the right shade. It was golden in the candlelight, and when he and his friends moved toward a door, she felt her feet following on instinct.

      Was that him?

      There was only one way to find out.

      Jane dove back into the crowd again, holding her breath to squeeze past laughing men and ducking to avoid the waving of fans from the ladies.

      At times like this, her small size was useful. She held her breath and squeezed between couples, slipping wordlessly through clusters of friends…

      Though she would have loved to be able to see over the crowd to make sure she was still heading in the right direction.

      She forged through the crowd on little more than hope and instinct.

      The color of that man’s hair had been a true match to what she remembered. That was something. Not much, but something.

      And if it wasn’t him? If he wasn’t here at all tonight?

      Well, then she’d be no worse off than before she started. Unless, of course, she got caught sneaking back into the townhome tonight.

      But perhaps Madame Bellafonte could be persuaded not to tell her parents…

      And it would be worth it, she told herself as panic began to creep in and the crowd seemed to grow ever thicker around her.

      But a voice in the back of her mind differed. Mistake, it said. This was a mistake.

      Hands grazed her back, her waist. A stranger suddenly blocked her path and for a moment she couldn’t find a way around him. Panic surged.

      She was trapped. Coming here was a mistake. Even her cousins, Delilah and Daffodil, and her friends, Isabelle and Jocelyn, would surely scold her if they learned of this.

      She swallowed hard at the thought of her beloved friends she missed so much. Then she pushed onward until she felt a blessed breeze coming from the doors ahead. She forgot all about her quest to find a long-lost friend and headed instead for the sweet relief of the outdoors.

      With one last push through a thick crowd of inebriated men, she tumbled out into the dark of night and…

      “Oof!”

      And straight into a brick wall.

      Or…no. Her head spun as she staggered back from the hard surface, and then two hands caught her arms.

      Instinctively she went to jerk away, but the hands steadied her and then dropped. “Easy, love,” a low voice murmured.

      Her mask was askew and she could barely see, and so when she attempted to back away, she tripped on her own skirts and very nearly fell.

      Again.

      And once again, hands steadied her.

      Drat! She was not a clumsy lady. Not at all.

      Not normally, at least.

      As she straightened the mask, the voice continued. “Are you all right?”

      She didn’t immediately answer. She’d shocked herself by sneaking out, and was beginning to very much doubt her sanity in attending a masquerade alone.

      Well, relatively alone. Sally was no help right now.

      “Too much to drink?” The man’s tone was laced with cynical amusement.

      “What?” Her voice was a squawk of disbelief as she straightened her mask.

      “Go on and find your chaperone, love,” that patronizing voice continued.

      But now she’d finally managed to get her mask on straight, and she couldn’t have responded to save her life, because…

      “It’s you,” she breathed.

      It was.

      It was him. The boy she’d been looking for. But also…the boy before her was no boy at all. He was a man.

      Which she’d expected.

      Sort of.

      Except the sight of the boy who’d become a man left her feeling oddly winded.

      Luke dipped his head slightly to get a better view of her. “Are you all right, miss?”

      Her mind went quite blank.

      Embarrassingly so. It was him. It was Luke. But also…it wasn’t.

      He had the same golden hair and the same bright blue eyes, but he’d grown into his sharp features so now they just looked….

      Handsome.

      His features were regal, yes, but also so very manly. His jaw was square and chiseled, his lips full and firm, and his eyes sharp and hawkish. His thick brows furrowed as his blue eyes narrowed as he stared down at her.

      He had to look way down, she realized. And she had to tilt her head all the way back just to make eye contact, and…goodness, when had he gotten so large?

      The breadth of his shoulders and chest made her feel like she was hiding behind a brick wall.

      “Luke.” His name was all she was capable of saying, and it came out on a sigh that made her inwardly wince.

      Goodness, she’d sounded like a dimwitted ninny.

      “It’s you,” she said again.

      That…didn’t sound any better. She hurriedly untied her mask and pulled it away.

      And now Luke’s eyes were narrowing further, his brows coming down in a way that was nearly ominous. But then he said, “I suppose I know who you are too.”

      Jane smiled.

      He recognized her. Thank goodness.

      “I was hoping to find you,” she said.

      “You were.” It wasn’t a question, more like an indictment as he studied her features.

      His voice was much lower now, she noted, and it had the rumble which no doubt came with the large chest.

      “Are you alone?” He cast a look around.

      Jane did as well, but all she discovered was that she and Luke were relatively alone but for a few other couples who were lost in their own worlds. And this was…

      She swallowed. Oh dear. This would look quite improper if anyone caught them here together and⁠—

      “What did you wish to say?” he said.

      Nay, he demanded. The hardness in his voice had her head coming up again. But it was the ice in those blue eyes that left her tongue-tied…

      Again.

      “I…I…” What did she wish to say? Drat. Why hadn’t she thought to rehearse what she’d say ahead of time. “I’m…”

      I’m lonely.

      I need a friend.

      I could use a companion, you see. Preferably one who likes to ride…

      The words all died on her tongue under this man’s fierce glower.

      And yes, it was now most definitely a glower he fixed upon her. He was looking at her like she was a bug, and the scrutiny and disdain in his gaze were so very familiar it made her insides shrivel up.

      He looked just like his father. This was precisely how he used to eye her when he’d come upon her on their lawn.

      Luke’s lips twitched with an all-too familiar sneer. “I don’t know who you think you are to address me so informally, miss. But I know your type and what you’re about⁠—”

      “Oh, but⁠—”

      “Go on home, love. There will be plenty of times to throw yourself in the path of eligible wealthy men when the season starts. But a word of advice…”

      Jane gaped at him in horror as he leaned down and lowered his voice to a dangerous growl.

      “Stay out of my path.”
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      It wasn’t guilt that made Luke’s insides twist like he’d been gutted with a knife. Of course not. This girl was presumptuous, not to mention reckless.

      He looked around them for her chaperone. But another glance confirmed what he already knew. There was no one out here but for the couples hoping to find some privacy.

      And him.

      He supposed he ought to have been prepared for this. It was the same everywhere he’d traveled. He couldn’t seem to escape the fact that he was the heir to a dukedom. His father’s passing had only drawn more attention to Luke’s status, and he’d known it was only a matter of time before he was accosted back here in his home country.

      Though, to be fair, he’d expected it from his matchmaking relations and marriage-minded mamas, not…

      He peered down at this fragile-looking beauty. Petite, delicate, and bewitchingly beautiful…

      Or she would have been if she’d had the personality to match her visage. But no. The girl was exactly the sort of power-hungry social climber he’d come to abhor.

      And she was still gaping at him, apparently shocked senseless that her brazen overtures were unwanted.

      He couldn’t blame her there. Most men would no doubt be falling at this girl’s feet. She wasn’t just pretty, she was…she was luminous. Her fair skin seemed to glow in the moonlight. Her lips were lush and full, her eyes wide and…

      And filled with anger.

      The spark of passion made his lips itch to curve up in a smile, but he squelched it. There was no need to encourage the lady.

      But apparently someone was not used to being dismissed.

      “Listen here, you…you…” Oh yes, her eyes sparked with fire as she planted her hands on her hips and scowled.

      He arched a brow as he waited for her insult. Despite the fact that he knew very well he should be horrified by her bad manners, his lips couldn’t help but twitch with amusement as he watched her fumble for words.

      “You brat,” she finally spat.

      His jaw fell open. Had she really just… “Brat?” he echoed.

      Quickly he looked around to make sure no one was paying attention because he’d spoken much too loud.

      At least this little termagant had the good grace to keep her next insults to a hiss.

      “I know it’s been an age since we’ve seen one another, but I’d expect a kinder reception than that,” she fumed.
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