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      “Do you take this woman to be your wife?” The question echoed off the towering stone walls around the empty sanctuary.

      Miss Adelaide Royal held her breath as she waited for the groom’s response. Not her groom. Never her groom.

      “I do.” Captain Sterling Edgeworth answered.

      “He’d better,” Addy mumbled to herself and relaxed her grip on the flowers she held for the bride—one of her dearest friends, Miss Chloe Fortune—soon to be Mrs. Sterling Edgeworth.

      Chloe answered thusly to the same question and Addy sent a half-smile across to the only other witness present—Viscount Bloodstone—who caught and held her gaze with a solemn nod.

      As per usual, staring into his unusually-colored eyes, of course, reduced her legs to the consistency of pudding. Although firmly on the shelf, she wasn’t immune to appreciating such a fine specimen of manhood. Sometimes, in fact, she found it nearly impossible to look away.

      

      His face was elegant without taking anything from his masculine appeal. The effect of his broad shoulders, sharp cheekbones and commanding jawline sent a shiver through her. The beauty of his violet eyes and full upper lip turned that shiver into a warm caress.

      He was the sort of man to inspire romantic poetry.

      He was the sort of man to sneak into her dreams.

      This morning, the viscount wore an impeccable gray morning suit and not only outshone the groom, but the bride as well.

      It was a travesty for one man to be so beautiful, but Addy wasn’t about to complain.

      “Let us bow our heads in prayer,” the priest commanded.

      She forced herself to focus on the bouquet Chloe had shoved back at her before the ceremony began. It featured daisies but also dill, herbs, lavender, and sage. Addy was rather proud of the collection she’d assembled for her friend and only wished Chloe was taking the wedding more seriously.

      Unable to stop herself, she cast another furtive sideways glance from beneath her lashes. Lord Bloodstone’s feet were planted shoulder-width apart with his hands clasped behind his back. He ought to look relaxed in such a stance, but he appeared distinctly alert.

      

      And then he leaned forward, catching her watching him. Even in the dim light of the church, his magnificent eyes sparkled. When he winked, Addy’s knees nearly gave out completely.

      Her secret infatuation was getting out of hand. She was in a house of God, for goodness' sake.

      She refused to entertain even one more fanciful thought, squeezed her thighs together, and forced herself to pray.

      “Dear lord, I ask that you bless Chloe and Captain Edgeworth’s marriage so that it is fruitful and happy. Soften my father’s heart to relinquish some of my funds. And please help Allison Meadowbrook see the error of her ways…” And last but not least… “But also please, please, keep me from saying anything stupid in front of the viscount...”

      She forced her breaths to come evenly.

      “Amen,” the viscount’s voice boomed over the others.

      Sunlight slanted through the windows, and as though painted by the hand of God, Lord Bloodstone’s streaky blond hair transformed into spun gold.

      He possessed a feline quality that reminded her of one of the paintings she’d seen in the museum—Daniel in the Lion’s Den. His pupils gazed out at the world lazily from beneath hooded eyes and his indigo irises glowed with mysterious intensity, reminding her of a lion.

      She shivered.

      Only when Captain Edgeworth turned with Chloe on his arm at the conclusion of the ceremony, did the Viscount actually smile—a little lopsided but unselfconscious.

      The fact that his smile wasn’t perfect made him…

      Even more perfect.

      The four lone participants then followed the priest across the altar to the table where the license waited to be signed. Chloe and the captain went first and then the priest slid it across the surface to Lord Bloodstone.

      The viscount lifted the quill and stared at the document with a puzzled expression. And of course, Addy watched him.

      Something was not quite right, though. What was he waiting for?

      Standing beside the viscount, the hairs on the back of her neck stood up.

      He was bent over and seemed to be studying the document.

      Was he waiting for the priest’s signature to dry? Was he reading the fine print to assure everything was on the up and up? But no…

      He squinted down at the paper, seemingly perplexed by the official, artistically drawn words explaining the purpose of the certificate. Did he have something in his eye?

      He’d dipped the quill into the small jar of ink but then paused with his hand hovering over the paper.

      “Right here,” Addy pointed to one of the lower lines. The ink clung perilously to the tip of the pen, seconds from dripping onto the parchment.

      She didn’t want Chloe’s marriage certificate to be marred by a careless blob of ink.

      “I’m quite aware.” Lord Bloodstone glanced over his shoulder and scowled. “Thank you.” He then turned back and painstakingly formed the letters of his name. Once finished, he presented the quill for her use with an exaggerated bow. “It’s all yours, Miss Royal,” he smirked.

      Never in her presence had Lord Bloodstone behaved with anything but consideration and charm. Had she prodded at a weakness or…?

      She’d been wrong to assume he’d been perplexed. Of course, she was wrong. Heat seeped up her neck and then spread into her cheeks. “I meant no offence.”

      “Why would I be offended?” He raised one brow.

      Perhaps he’d had something lodged in his eye after all. Or perhaps he normally required spectacles.

      It was possible, even, that he’d become emotional and teared up at the conclusion of the ceremony.

      But…

      As Addy met his clear stare, she did not really believe any of those possible excuses.

      When he’d caught her watching him, his countenance had turned defensive—similar to when one of her students struggled with a difficult problem or assignment.

      His frown had been one of frustration. Embarrassment.

      Fear.

      “Of course. My apologies, my lord.” Addy tried to dismiss her suspicions and signed her own name just below the viscount’s, forming elegant curls and loops.

      Likely, this would be the only marriage certificate she’d ever have the opportunity to sign so she would make darn certain her signature was neat and tidy.

      The viscount’s troubles had nothing to do with her or the ceremony or the certificate—best she minded her own business.

      Addy had her own affairs to attend to before leaving London, and now that this wedding was finalized, she would go to the one place in London that ought to have been like a home. The memory of her aunt’s all-too-quiet townhouse brought familiar emptiness.

      With the ceremony concluded, the priest crossed his arms and waited patiently while the four of them lingered at the altar.

      “My congratulations,” Lord Bloodstone shook Edgeworth’s hand.

      “I appreciate you standing up with me,” the groom responded. “And my thanks for ensuring Miss Royal returns safely to the school…” Captain Edgeworth’s gaze flicked in Addy’s direction, followed by the viscount’s amused one.

      “But of course,” he said.

      Addy frowned and turned to convey her opinion of the exchange to Chloe. She didn’t require a keeper. She was perfectly capable of travelling without a protector.

      Her friend merely grimaced with a shrug.

      Addy sighed.

      She would not argue with the newly married couple just now. As they all stepped down from the altar, she edged away instead to make herself invisible.

      This moment was for Chloe. It was for Captain Edgeworth.

      This moment represented the end of one era but also the beginning of another.

      Chloe was married.

      Priscilla was married.

      Victoria was married.

      And now that Addy had completed her task as companion and chaperone, she would track down her father before traveling back to the all-girls’ school where she taught—Miss Primm’s Private Seminary for the Education of Ladies.

      Chloe, now Mrs. Sterling Edgeworth, was the fourth teacher to marry since Addy had begun teaching at Miss Primm’s. The autumn session was only six weeks away and would bring not only the return of their students, but at least two new teachers.

      Addy dropped her gaze to the bouquet Chloe had handed off and refused to take back. Carrying flowers felt awkward—as though she, and not Chloe, was the bride today.

      Perhaps the servants at Victoria’s townhouse, where she was residing for the duration of her visit, would appreciate them.

      Despite lacking ribbons and lace, and guests, and fancy gowns, the ceremony had been a romantic one. Candles burning on the altar cast long shadows on the ceiling and crumbling stone walls, and there was a certain charm to the mismatched chairs sitting empty in the vestibule.

      Addy shivered.

      “Even in summer, these old buildings stay cold, don’t they?” The viscount appeared at her side, all affability once again as he slid his arms out of his jacket. “Take this.”

      “That’s not necessary—” Addy shook her head. The instant they stepped back onto the London street, the heat of summer would press in around her again.

      And yet, as he settled the jacket on her shoulders, Addy burrowed into it gratefully, inhaling and identifying leather, soap, mint and… a uniquely masculine spice.

      Before the ceremony had commenced, Captain Edgeworth had informed Addy that he intended on taking Chloe to his family’s Mayfair townhouse directly afterward.

      The two of them would wish to be alone—that’s what newly married couples did. The priest went about extinguishing candles while the bride and groom strolled toward the exit leaving Addy alone with Lord Bloodstone.

      Soon enough, she’d be truly alone.

      Not that she was incapable, but she could hardly remember the last time she’d been allowed a few days of solitude.

      Back at the school, her colleagues, her students, their parents, and of course Miss Primm kept her well-occupied. Faced with only one responsibility in town, she felt oddly disconcerted.

      But also, uniquely free.

      Was this what it felt like to be a man? She glanced over at Lord Bloodstone, who stared curiously at the bouquet.

      “She didn’t want it.” Addy flicked her gaze to the offending bouquet. She was not the one who’d just been married. She wasn’t even close. “I thought Chloe would want any luck she could get, and that it could make the ceremony a little more romantic…”

      “But this wedding wasn’t meant to be romantic, was it?” Lord Bloodstone made a scoffing sound but winged an elbow in her direction. She felt unusually small and vulnerable with her hand tucked in his arm.

      Unfortunately, he was right.

      The ceremony hadn’t been planned or wanted by either party. No, Captain Edgeworth and Chloe—Mrs. Edgeworth now—had genuinely trapped one another into it.

      Addy sighed. “They may not have married under ideal circumstances but I am hopeful they find happiness together…”

      She felt foolish for the romantic suggestion as he drew her away from the church.

      “We’re more likely to find a hackney this way,” he said as he led her across the road. “Shall we?”

      Addy had to tip her head back to see his expression and blinked, feeling almost blindsided by the perfection of his elegant profile. His mouth stretched into a practiced smile and his gaze held hers for the perfect amount of time.

      Addy wasn’t fool enough to read anything other than kindness into his charm. He’d do the same for any lady standing alone at the conclusion of a private ceremony such as this.

      “Thank you.” Addy would accept his assistance in hailing a hackney so that Chloe and Edgeworth could drive away unconcerned.

      Following their departure, Addy and the viscount could go their separate ways, each to attend to their own business.

      But Lord Bloodstone, it seemed, had other ideas.

      “I’ll see you safely to your friend’s townhouse. My apologies for not providing a private carriage, but a hackney ought to be along shortly.”

      Surely he didn’t mean to escort her back to the townhouse.

      Alone.

      “And as soon as you’re ready to return to the country, I’ll accompany you back to Miss Primm’s.”
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      Damien steered Miss Royal around a steaming mess in the road. Absent his assistance, no doubt, she’d step right in it.

      The woman seemed lost in her own thoughts most of the time. And when she didn’t have that faraway look in her eyes, she was the opposite—noting far too much for her own good.

      What would it be like to know Miss Adelaide Royal’s thoughts?

      Not that he’d ever have the chance.

      ...Or that he’d want to.

      The church bells chose that moment to begin ringing, and a few passersby shot them curious glances.

      “Felicitations to you,” a fruit vendor called out and Damien startled. Felicitations for what?

      The man’s stare shifted to the woman at his side and understanding struck. Carrying the traditional bouquet of flowers, she appeared more bridelike than the actual bride had.

      No doubt, casual observers might believe himself and Miss Royal to be the newly married couple. Damien chuckled.

      Those observers could not be more wrong.

      No, when Damien married, his bride would not be some schoolteacher, but a proper lady, hand-picked to suit his needs.

      Damien shot his gaze to the woman beside him. Strawberry-blond curls dangled around her face and neck to rest at the edge of her bodice, and unwittingly, he flicked a glance at her generous bosom.

      And just as quickly forced himself to look away.

      In all the handful of times she’d been foisted on him, he had, in fact, exchanged less than a dozen or so words with her. Now, having promised Edgeworth he’d see her safely back to Miss Primm’s, he supposed he was going to have to remedy that.

      She was American, something he’d be able to decipher by her mannerisms even if he hadn’t heard her speak.

      But aside from the natural assumptions one made about schoolteachers, he knew very little about her.

      Most women who traveled from the colonies came to England intending to land a husband, and yet this one had taken employment. If she came from any sort of money at all, she’d have been already scooped up by one of the poverty-stricken lords that hung about Mayfair.

      She glanced up, her emerald eyes veiled by thick lashes, and blushed.

      Standing beside him in her straw bonnet holding a collection of yellow daisies and other fragrant greenery, she looked quite countrified.

      “I’m sorry.” She glanced around and then shrugged. “The attention. It’s the flowers.”

      He afforded them a quick glance. “But they are pretty.”

      “I arranged them myself,” she said. “I’ve added herbs to the blossoms to ward off bad spirits.”

      Good lord… “Are you a superstitious person, Miss Royal?”

      “Not really.” She shrugged again, her frail shoulders brushing his arm. “Did you know that the Greeks and Romans wore wreaths and carried bouquets as symbols of new beginnings? And of course, also of fertility.”

      Miss Royal rarely met his stare and upon mentioning fertility, she dipped her chin even lower.

      The marriage they’d witnessed had already been blessed in that particular regard… or would be before the end of the year.

      “In ancient England,” she continued, almost sounding British but for the relaxed cadence. “People believed that a bride represented good luck. But, of course, you know this already.” She ducked, biting her lip.

      “Do go on, I’m fascinated.”

      She tilted her head, staring at him with a narrowed gaze, but then went on to answer his question. “In order to capture some good luck for themselves, people chased after brides, tearing off pieces of their clothing, ribbons, sometimes even their hair. To protect themselves, brides began carrying bouquets. That way, when attacked by a mob, she could toss the bouquet in one direction and escape by running in another. So the tradition was rather practical, in its own way.”

      “Since the bride refused this particular bouquet, does it hold good luck?” Good luck, he presumed, was lady-speak for ‘finding a husband.’

      “That remains to be seen.” She glanced down the street, behind and then forward. Even more onlookers now noticed and followed. No doubt, they weren’t interested in the bouquet so much as they hoped he’d be tossing them coin.

      And judging by her pinched mouth, the encroaching crowd made her more than a little nervous.

      Sounds of a horse approaching presented a quick escape, however, and Damien raised his hand and hailed the hackney as it turned the corner.

      “You mustn’t concern yourself with me after today, my lord.” She smiled bravely. “Coachman John will see me safely back to the school.”

      Damien was not about to leave this woman to her own devices.

      As the hackney drew to a halt, Miss Royal slipped out of the jacket he’d loaned her, and then, shrugging whimsically, threw the bouquet into the gathering throng.

      The women let out a weak cheer and without thinking, Damien reached into his pocket and tossed a handful of coin.

      He climbed into the vehicle behind her, shaking his head at himself.

      “You’ve made their day.” She blushed, not meeting his gaze.

      He’d offended her earlier, after she’d noticed his hesitation signing that damned marriage license. How was anyone expected to read when the words were written with more loops and curls than a debutante’s coiffure?

      “So not all you bluestockings are opposed to marriage.” Disapproval of the institution was a common opinion held by Miss Primm’s teachers. Most notably—and ironically—the new Mrs. Edgeworth.

      “It can benefit both partners,” she conceded. “If two people love and respect one another, that is. And as long as they value the other person for their character rather than what they have, or what they look like…”

      “So you believe in fantasies.”

      “Perhaps,” she sighed beside him.

      Damien would not have expected this woman to be a romantic. Not because she was unattractive, but because, unlike most ladies of his acquaintance, she showed no desire whatsoever to… attract.

      With a little effort, the auburn hair falling out of her coiffure promised to be luxurious. And if she would wear clothing that complemented her lush figure rather than hid it, more than one gentleman might set his cap for her.

      But not him.

      With instructions as to their destination, the hackney driver turned his horses away from the densely populated neighborhood.

      “When would you like to leave London to return to Miss Primm’s?” He couldn’t linger in London too long.

      His meeting the previous day with the three brewers from Stoke on Trent—Misters Greer, Millner and Carlisle—had been encouraging. He’d managed to negotiate a working relationship with the established businessmen.

      They produced mostly porter and he would sell a weaker ale. With the Beer Act having given a rise to stiffer competition, it behooved all of them to join forces and garner more of the market.

      They all stood to gain by pooling their resources. Damien was confident in his decision.

      Having invested a good portion of his coffers into what had once been his father’s expensive hobby, Damien was damned if his efforts would fail to turn a profit.

      He needed to return to Reddington Park, improve on his strategies, and tweak his primary recipe while also ensuring the tanks were being properly cleaned before they could begin a new batch.

      He also needed to meet with other distributors. Businessmen who stood to benefit from selling a less expensive blend—men who would be his allies.

      But before he could do any of that, he had promised to accompany Miss Royal back where she belonged, safely ensconced at Miss Primm’s with at least a dozen other spinsters and her classroom of budding debutantes.

      Miss Royal, unfortunately, failed to share his urgency. “Not tomorrow.” She stared at him with a frown. “I have… business to attend to first.” She smoothed her gown. “I realize Captain Edgeworth and Chloe asked you to escort me back to the school, but I assure you it isn’t necessary. Coachman John is quite capable.”

      “Oh, but it is necessary, Miss Royal.” His word was only as good as his actions. “The day after then?”

      The hackney driver drew them to a halt outside of a typical Mayfair townhouse not far from the park. Not allowing Miss Royal any opportunity to argue, Damien climbed out and then assisted her down to the pavement.

      Did she not realize how delicate and vulnerable she was?

      Staring up at him with the sun shining on her face, the vibrant green of her eyes was almost startling. She blinked and Damien noticed that although her long hair was a blondish red, her lashes were several shades darker.

      “But it isn’t entirely proper, is it?”

      She was not wrong.

      Escorting the spinster without another lady to chaperone conveyed a certain amount of social risk. He and Edgeworth had discussed the dangers on the highway, however, and considered her safety more important than propriety.

      “I’ll ride outside. And if we run into any acquaintances, we’ll simply pretend you’re my American cousin.”

      He could almost read her thoughts as she weighed his suggestion.

      “Very well.” She dipped that little chin of hers. “I have some errands I must complete first but I’ll try to be ready by the middle of the week.”

      With that settled, Damien took her hand and bowed over it. She wasn’t entirely comfortable with the gesture, and her cheeks never failed to turn pink when he made it.

      It was, indeed, a shame that she wasn’t dowered.
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      The following morning, Addy stared up at a more familiar, but less welcoming townhouse a short walk from the one she’d been residing at.

      Seven years had passed since she’d lived in her aunt’s townhouse—where she had made her come-out shortly after her father brought her to England.

      Where everything she’d ever believed about herself had changed forever.

      “When should I collect you?” Coachman John asked from behind her.

      “You needn’t. My aunt’s driver will convey me home.” It was possible she’d have to walk. Trouble was, she had no idea how long this meeting was going to take.

      Primm’s loyal driver frowned in disapproval but climbed back onto his box.

      “I’ll wait until you’re inside.”

      She had been more than willing to walk to her aunt’s townhouse, but the driver had insisted upon conveying her, gently reminding her that they weren’t in Warstone Crossing. “In Mayfair,” he’d said, “It is not appropriate for a lady to stroll the streets alone.”

      In Mayfair, Addy thought, it was not appropriate for a lady to do much of anything alone.

      Addy shook her head with a rueful smile, trying to be grateful. It was ironic, though, that her employer’s driver cared more for her well-being than her own father.

      Ironic but nothing new.

      Years had passed since she’d last seen him—since he’d bothered to show his face.

      She pressed her fist against her chest as though she could rub out the empty ache there. In all that time, however, it never went completely away.

      Would it ever?

      The true nature of his feelings would be known soon enough. Because ultimately, where her father was concerned, his caring wouldn’t be conveyed with words, or even with his attention.

      But with money.

      And until she addressed this issue with her dowry, she’d never know.

      As a young girl, at home in the small town she’d grown up in, she’d been recognized and respected as the daughter of the very powerful gold mine tycoon, Mr. Charles Royal. It hadn’t mattered if she wore the wrong color bonnet, or didn’t sit straight enough. Everyone from the milner’s wife to the governor’s daughter had recognized her. She’d been quite pleased with her life in general, and if not for a meddling letter from England, she could have gone right on living in such contentment.

      Three days after her sixteenth birthday her father had received a letter from her mother’s sister, Aunt Georgia, reminding him of the promise he’d made at Addy’s mother’s funeral that he’d allow his daughter to debut in London when she came of age. And although he’d resisted for two years, her father had eventually given into his aunt’s haranguing.

      Shaking off those memories, Addy straightened her shoulders just as the door to her aunt’s townhouse opened.

      When some of her confidence fled.

      “May I help you, Madam?” He was not the same butler she’d known years before.

      If not for the familiar antiques displayed behind him, Addy would worry that she had the wrong residence.

      “Yes. Er… I am Miss Adelaide Royal, here to visit my aunt, Miss Georgia DeClair.”

      Her chest squeezed, but then a recognizable silhouette appeared at the top of the elegant staircase.

      “Adelaide Elizabeth!” Aunt Georgia lifted the hem of her skirt and descended. “This is certainly a surprise. Morris, take my niece’s coat.” She nodded at her servant and then turned back to scrutinize Addy. “You look even more like your mother than you did before. Although dearest Lizzy was so very refined before she ran off with your father. She must have been near your age when she passed. In my memory, however, she’ll forever be the diamond of the season, that sweet girl of ten and seven. How old are you, now dear? Eight and twenty?”

      “Seven and twenty,” Addy turned her cheek to receive her aunt’s formal kiss and swallowed hard. Addy’s mother had willingly given up her place amongst London’s elite to marry her father and move to America. Unfortunately, she’d died of consumption at the age of four and twenty, shortly after Addy turned six.

      She’d left Addy with memories that felt more like dreams—of a sweet and loving mother—of tender hugs and ultimate safety.

      Although her Aunt Georgia resembled Addy’s mother in a physical sense, the similarities ended there.

      “And what, pray tell, brings you to London, Adelaide?” Aunt Georgia turned to her butler. “Have tea sent up to the drawing room.”

      Addy’s aunt would not want her servants listening into her conversations. She had always been very careful to avoid gossip.

      Obviously, her aunt hadn’t changed in that regard.

      It was her primary reasoning for sending Addy away, of course.

      Addy entered her aunt’s favorite room. “You’ve changed it.” Eight years ago, the furniture and décor had been done up in forest greens. Everything now consisted of soft mauves.

      “One mustn’t allow details to fall to the wayside, not if one wishes to hold court, so to speak.” And then her aunt’s expression fell. “But I know you didn’t come here to discuss my furnishings.”

      Addy didn’t have to guess at her aunt’s concern. Eight years before, Addy’s broken engagement had nearly cost Aunt Georgia her place in society.

      “I want to find my father,” Addy would not prevaricate. “I need to find my father. Do you know where he is staying?” Addy held her breath. Her father could very well be on the opposite side of the world. “I need to speak with him.”

      Aunt Georgia wrinkled her nose as though catching wind of a bad smell. “Why would you ever want to speak with that blighter—after what he did to us? It’s incomprehensible.”

      Addy folded her hands in her lap. “Because he is my father.” She had been prepared to meet with resistance and had a plan. “I need to discuss funds with him.”

      “I’m hoping you don’t mean to bring up the subject of a dowry again. Your father said he’d never pay one and you know as well as I that once he has his mind set, he doesn’t change it—stubborn fool that he is.” Her aunt leaned forward. “You aren’t entertaining a proposal, are you?”

      The last time a gentleman had been interested in Addy, her prospective groom had been sorely disappointed.

      As had Addy.

      In fact, by the time the engagement ended, all of society shunned not only Addy but also her aunt.

      “No,” Addy quickly calmed her aunt’s fears.

      They’d shunned her father as well, of course, but he didn’t concern himself with such trivialities.

      “I want to sponsor some charity students.” Addy used the story she’d decided on earlier. It was partially true, after all. But Miss Primm’s financial circumstances weren’t Addy’s to divulge. “And I ought to have access to some percentage of my funds.” Which had originally belonged to her mother.

      At this, her aunt looked relieved and then thoughtful. “That’s very charitable of you.” Her aunt would embrace anything so long as her niece didn’t come to her with expectations.

      Although her aunt felt some responsibility for Addy, it was no secret that she wasn’t eager to bring her into her home again.

      For that very reason, although Addy corresponded with her aunt on a regular basis, she wasn’t welcome—even for holidays.

      And the notion of sponsoring charity students wasn’t completely false. Addy was willing to do whatever worked to bolster the school’s finances. “It isn’t fair he keeps all of it. I’m a grown woman and have a right to access at least some of what ought to have been my dowry.”

      Her aunt stared at her looking sympathetic, summoning a flash of memory that might have been of her mother.

      She could never be quite sure.

      “He’s been back from India for some time now. It’s my understanding he’s conducting business down at the docks.” She held up a hand. “He hasn’t made his usual visit yet, but I’ve been expecting he would soon.” Because, as her aunt had kept her informed, he made it a point to check on Addy.

      In his own way, her father cared about her. It was just that he cared so much more about his business.

      After they’d arrived in England together he’d seemingly handed her care over to Aunt Georgia. And he’d done so without shame, stating that ladies needed ladies to guide them. As a man, he was in no way equipped to launch her into adulthood.

      “He still asks after me?” Addy asked.

      “It’s the only reason he comes.”

      He wasn’t the most nurturing of parents, but he was her father.

      Her aunt brushed a stray strand of bright red hair away from her face. “It’s doubtful he’ll hand over any funds. Why would he do that?”

      “Perhaps if I suggest it as an investment.” Business was the only language her father spoke. If her father agreed, Addy could always go to Miss Primm and ask about becoming a silent partner. Although Miss Primm could be independent to a fault, Addy had no doubt the school director would entertain such a proposal if things were as dire as Addy suspected.

      Aunt Georgia frowned at Addy. “You’re asking to be disappointed.”

      She might be at that. But perhaps her father had softened. And Addy wanted to be of help. If she could, she’d like to take some of the worry from the woman who was more than an employer.

      Her father didn’t need the money. It would be far better spent on the school than sitting in a bank somewhere.

      “You needn’t put yourself out like that,” Aunt Georgia continued.

      “I know.”

      “I would provide the funds myself, but you know my income is limited.” Aunt Georgia explained. Again, this came as no surprise to Addy.

      Because Georgia DuClair maintained her lifestyle, not because she invested well, but because of penny-pinching habits.

      “I know Aunt, I know,” Addy reached out a hand. “But will you send him word that I need to speak with him? Please?” Her hands shook at the possibility of seeing her father again after all these years—despite everything he’d done.

      Because of what he’d done.

      Her aunt pinched her mouth together. “There’s no guarantee he’ll even come…” She glanced around the room, as though fearful of how this could disrupt her comfortable life yet again.

      Addy persisted.

      “But you will send him the message? I can’t remain in London for more than a few days. I need to get back to the school.” Addy handed across a paper with directions to Victoria’s townhouse that she’d written out earlier. “This is where I’m staying.”

      “If you insist.” Aunt Georgia dipped her chin, looking relieved no doubt, that Addy wasn’t going to ask to stay with her. “It’s not as though it’ll make much difference. There will always be more charity students than there are funds.”

      Addy had forgotten how negative her aunt could be and was glad she’d never need depend on her again. It was best this way.

      Even so, when her aunt escorted her back into the foyer, Addy leaned across to embrace her. This woman was her last known blood relation.

      But that too, was a mistake.

      Aunt Georgia stepped backward causing Addy to falter. And it shouldn’t hurt, but… it did.

      “Well then.” Addy stared everywhere but her aunt. “You will send word to him?”

      “Of course. I said I would, didn’t I?”

      Addy rolled her lips together, nodding.

      Her aunt had never been an affectionate woman and Addy did her best not to take the rejection personally.

      She reminded herself that not all English people were so aloof. Miss Primm wasn’t, nor was Chloe, or Victoria, or Priscilla.

      Although Beatrice, the composition and literature teacher kept her distance.

      Those in the Ton lived lives based on other priorities—status and money. And since Addy lacked the first, she’d been regarded for the second—one hundred thousand pounds worth.

      When her father had taken her dowry out of the equation, her so-called friends had magically disappeared. And since her aunt couldn’t disappear, she’d found a way to send Addy away.

      Addy stepped outside onto the walk and refused to look back.
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      Mayfair sat empty most of the summer months with good reason. It was insufferable.

      Damien swiped his brow and lengthened his strides, cutting through the park on his way to the townhouse where Miss Royal resided.

      Temperatures in London were ridiculously hot this time of year and he looked forward to returning north, to his estate near the sea.

      Hopefully, she’d have completed her business and would be prepared to depart tomorrow morning.

      It was possible her urgent appointments were nothing more than a little sightseeing. Not that he begrudged her a little sightseeing, but perhaps he could convince her to put it off until another visit.

      He turned to step onto the walk and had to throw his hands out when a force of rose-colored muslin nearly ploughed him right over.

      And when the woman driving that force tipped her head back to apologize, he found himself gazing into familiar green eyes.

      Eyes that burned with a tumult of emotions.

      “Miss Royal!” He gripped her shoulders, steadying her. Was she shaking?

      “Lord Bloodstone! I’m so sorry. Did I hurt you?” she apologized, brushing at her skirts and looking flustered. “I wasn’t watching where I was walking. I suppose I imagined myself the only person foolish enough to come out in this heat.”

      Damien glanced around. “You shouldn’t be, you know—walking around Mayfair alone, that is.” But that only garnered him a frown. “I was just on my way to Lady Rosewood’s townhouse.”

      She grimaced, obviously grasping the reason for his visit immediately. “I’m not ready to return to the school just yet.” She lifted her chin. “You mustn’t allow me to keep you from going on your way. I have Coachman John, you know.”

      But her cheeks were flushed and her eyes a little too bright. Damien released her shoulders and stepped back. She was obviously upset about something.

      He wasn’t about to abandon her here alone.

      “I’m not in that much of a hurry.” Not so much that he’d break a promise. But what must he do to move matters along?

      He gestured toward a path that would take them meandering through some giant oaks. And as he guided them both into the shade, he asked, “How can I help you? There must be something I can do to assist you with these tasks you must accomplish before returning.”

      She stared down at the ground. “You mustn’t concern yourself, my lord.” Not so much as a breeze stirred the atmosphere, and yet her voice fluttered on the air around him. “No doubt you have concerns of your own.”

      “What could possibly trump the worries of a lady such as yourself?” Damien might not be the smartest gentleman in the ton, but he knew women.

      This one, he realized, was not going anywhere until she’d accomplished whatever it was she’d set out to do.
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