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      Are they actually—

      “Ow!”

      Rosalyn’s knee connected with a table, a stinging reminder that she shouldn’t be looking at anything in this den of vice except for the nearest exit.

      Her cheeks burned with embarrassment, disgust, and fascination at the glimpse of a man sprawled on a green velvet sofa, one arm stretched along the back, while an Indian woman in a bright pink gown with her breasts popped over the top of her corset cups licked his erect cock.

      Rosalyn averted her gaze instantly, but she couldn’t keep herself from sneaking a second peek. Then another, and another, until she discovered with a wave of mortification that she was gaping at the sordid scene.

      We’ll get to the bosoms, Countess Oreste had warned her. Rosalyn hadn’t realized it was a threat the lady was prepared to deliver upon.

      Who would have guessed that Jack Fernsby’s ‘close friend’—a claim that never quite meant what he wanted it to—was running a brothel out of her mansion in Mayfair?

      Her father’s betrayal stung worse than her leg did.

      He’d always had a fascination with wealth and titles. Jack expected his daughters to marry well. Apparently, he’d spent their mother’s dwindling dowry—once sufficient to support the family in relative comfort, if not luxury—here, at Belladonna’s House of Virtue. A sham charity for fallen women. In truth, nothing but a very fancy bawdy house. The sheer audacity of Countess Oreste’s scheme stole her breath.

      Rosalyn was astounded. Enraged. Furious!

      And thoroughly confused. How could their father want this? Why wasn’t Annalise more forceful in rejecting it? What was wrong with the world?

      This can’t possibly get worse, she told herself, but that was before Belladonna took them to her garden full of naked people doing even more outlandish things than the handsome man on the sofa, and then tried to send her downstairs into something she called a dungeon.

      Rosalyn drew the line at dungeons, and stomped back to the house.

      Her older sister went down into that pit of hell, unafraid—leaving Rosalyn terrified that she might not come out, like Persephone stuck with Hades for half the year.

      At least the man was gone from the library, though the woman in pink was not. The bawd gave her a sly smile.

      “Didn’t find the House of Vice to your liking?”

      “I didn’t even go inside,” Rosalyn snapped. She’d witnessed quite enough depravity for one afternoon. She was a virgin. An innocent—unlike these whores. She intended to keep it that way until she was properly married.

      “Why do you do it?” she demanded of the woman in pink.

      She shrugged. “There are worse ways to earn a living. Factory work is twice as hard and doesn’t pay half as well as this does.”

      As if fiddling on a man’s pipe could be called work.

      Rosalyn had three younger siblings to help her sister care for. They needed money, desperately, to avoid the poorhouse and stay together, but there were certain things not worth selling.

      “At least factory employment is dignified.”

      The woman in pink rolled her eyes at Rosalyn’s retort. True, factories involved long hours and not-infrequently resulted in the loss of limb or life, and children often performed dangerous tasks—

      Fine. There was no way her younger siblings were going to work in factories, but that didn’t mean Rosalyn had any intention of selling herself like these women did.

      They do it because they enjoy it, the countess had informed her knowingly, before they went down into the garden. Loathsome woman.

      Unfathomable that her sister was giving Belladonna a single moment of her time—

      Her throat tightened. The emotion Rosalyn hadn’t been able to identify until now was fear.

      Fear that their penury would force her into having to become like one of the women who worked here, or starve. The thought of being passed around and discarded like a used-up plaything made her shudder with revulsion.

      But it didn’t provoke the same response in Annalise, and that scared her more than anything else.

      Damn their father for dying.

      She missed him desperately. Jack always promised that Annalise, the prettiest and the oldest, would marry so well they’d never want for anything. He just had to find the perfect match for her. An aristocrat, ideally, but definitely no tradesman. Jack was full of gauzy, hazy dreams about his daughter’s prospects, and yet his plan, if you could call it such, left them grappling with harsh reality alone.

      Today proved the brutal truth that their beloved, fun-loving father had chased his own enjoyments to the detriment of his family’s future. Then left her and Annalise to pick up the pieces.

      Anger. Sorrow. Confusion. Betrayal. She’d never experienced such a storm of emotion in her entire nineteen years—and Rosalyn was a woman whose tempestuous passions were never far from the surface.

      The countess had promised that if she wished to remain in the front rooms, she would not see anything more risqué than a teapot and biscuits. Given that their stock of tea at home was the very worst quality, a dish of nicer stuff would go a long way toward making this dreadful visit worthwhile. She wouldn’t mind a chance to regain a modicum of equilibrium before she lost her temper completely.

      What was taking Annalise so long?

      Rosalyn took a turn down a hall and was presented with rows of marble statues of naked people.

      Astounding. Utterly brazen. Until today, Rosalyn didn’t question that the aristocracy were her betters, like Queen Victoria. She was an upstanding woman, unlike these—these—

      The right descriptive escaped her.

      “This way,” the servant intoned, clearly relieved that she wasn’t about to start smashing the statues of naked people tucked into every crevice and corner. “Miss Ivy and Miss Iris are in the front parlor with a fresh pot of tea.”

      Wonderful. More whores to chat with. But there was tea, so Rosalyn mentally clutched the shreds of her dignity like a tattered cape. She strode into the small, cheerful room, fragrant with bouquets of flowers in vases. Identical twins with thick dark hair and wide eyes, wearing relatively demure white gowns bookended the man from the library.

      Her face flamed. She’d seen his prick. Not much else of his broad, lean body, clothed in expertly tailored trousers and shirtsleeves with a blue silk waistcoat that matched the shade of his eyes. Only that intimate part of him.

      And his face. She’d never in a million lifetimes forget that.

      His thick brown hair was brushed away from his forehead, gleaming in the afternoon sunlight that filtered through the lace curtains. He was relaxed and laughing at something the twins had said. Unashamed.

      Confusingly, he made Rosalyn feel like a prude.

      Heat flashed down her skin, inside her drab dress, all the way to her knees. Why embarrassment should stop at her stockings, she couldn’t fathom, but her toes were unaffected by the three pairs of eyes looking up at her. At least part of her retained its composure.

      “Don’t let me interrupt you,” she said acerbically, taking a seat. She wasn’t leaving her sister alone in this awful place, and the aroma of tea and biscuits had her stomach rumbling. It was her turn to skip meals today, so the rest of the family could eat. She and Annalise had been trading off for weeks.

      “Have a seat, Miss…” the gentleman said, gesturing to the wingback chair.

      “I don’t give my name to strange men,” she replied pertly.

      His lips twitched.

      One twin bent to pour tea into a fresh cup as gracefully as any manor-born lady. Her refined movements made Rosalyn feel like a clumsy oaf. This entire mortifying afternoon only made her feel the depth of her poverty and inexperience.

      At least she had her dignity. She would never, ever, sell her favors for the sake of a new dress and pretty baubles. She had principles—unlike these women, who appeared wholly unbothered by their lifestyle.

      “Are you here to apply to become one of Belladonna’s Flowers?” asked the stranger, a bit too eagerly.

      Ivy and Iris exchanged skeptical glances.

      You think I couldn’t do what you do? she thought indignantly. I could. If I wanted to. But I don’t.

      One look at this man, however, and doubt crept in. She might want to, with him. But only him. And only within the bonds of marriage, which was a rather lunatic thing to be thinking about a total stranger.

      “Lord, no,” Rosalyn said, with a smug glance at the twins. One girl rolled her eyes. The other’s posture relaxed fractionally. She laid one arm across the back of the settee and examined her nails.

      They didn’t like her. Well, the feeling was mutual.

      “I’m here with my sister to clear up my father’s affairs,” Rosalyn said, wondering how much she should reveal as she took a biscuit from the plate. “What are you here for?”

      Both twins pressed fists to their lips. “What do you think the earl is here for?”

      An earl. Rosalyn’s astonishment and embarrassment deepened in equal measure.

      “Lord Alexander Hotchkiss de Lucey, at your service,” he said with a wry smile. “I come for the delightful company and the occasional pantomime. Belladonna is very good at putting on a show.”

      Belladonna was what the odious countess called herself within these walls. She, too, had once been a courtesan. Rosalyn bit into the biscuit and moaned at the taste of sugar and butter on her tongue.

      The earl shifted in his seat.

      “Have another.”

      He nudged the plate closer to her. Rosalyn stuffed two more biscuits into her mouth, then froze. Sighing, she forced herself to stop shoving food into her mouth like a starving person—although she was very hungry—and used silver tongs to select a slice of lemon. She squeezed it into her tea and sipped the bright, tangy liquid with rapture. Pure luxury.

      “Surprised she didn’t put the milk in first,” commented one twin to the other. Rosalyn glared.

      “She’s hoaxing you, don’t get riled over it,” the other twin said dismissively. Then, to her sister, “Wouldn’t last a day here.”

      Rosalyn bristled. “It’s not as if I want to belong to your exclusive little club.”

      Stunned silence.

      She’d never been any good at defusing a tense situation, and this time, she might as well have tossed a lit bomb into the middle of Countess Oreste’s beautiful parlor. Fortunately, she was spared from further verbal sparring by the arrival of her sister.

      “There you are.”

      “Are you quite finished, then?” Rosalyn huffed. Bobbing a curtsey to the earl, “It was a great pleasure to meet you, your lordship. Iris. Ivy.”

      She pocketed a handful of biscuits on her way out.
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      “Who is she?” Alex asked, watching Rosalyn Fernsby’s back as she and her sister departed. The blonde girl was arguably prettier, but he wasn’t drawn to her the way he was to the little spitfire.

      What a shame she wasn’t set to become one of the Flowers. He’d have found the ideal solution to his predicament. Perhaps he could convince her to take up with one man instead of many. Him, specifically. Messy to take on a courtesan immediately prior to one’s wedding, though. A bachelor customarily dissolved such entanglements prior to tying the knot with his bride.

      “The young lady who just left?” Bella asked absently, her dark head bent as she examined a ledger.

      “She refused to give me her name. I tried to guess her reason for being here. She claimed not to be a new recruit. Nor was she here about the patrimony clause.” Bella made every man who wished to partake of her garden of delights place a sizable deposit against the expense of raising any resulting offspring. “Which means she has never been one of your girls.”

      “No. Nor will she.”

      “Her manners and education are those of a lady.”

      The countess rolled her eyes. True, the mystery woman hadn’t been particularly nice, but her peppery spirit and guileless innocence spoke of good breeding, if not exceptional manners.

      “Indeed. Until very recently her prospects were of that nature. An unfortunate reversal of family fortunes left her and her sister in a rather desperate situation. But, no, Miss—” Bella stopped. “The young woman in question is the unlikeliest of candidates to work here. As you saw, she maintains a great disdain for our profession.”

      “Well. The young can be judgmental.”

      “As can the old,” Bella said acerbically.

      “True.” He chuckled. A wild, reckless, impulsive idea seized him. It was his only hope of ever seeing the mystery girl again. One of the few perks of being an earl was rarely having to deny himself things he wanted. “I wondered whether a young lady of good breeding might possibly consider…if you had the means to extend such an offer to her, that is…”

      “Let me guess. You want her to be your mistress?”

      “No!”

      Yes. But there was something unsavory and predatory about intentionally seducing a girl fallen on hard times that made him squirm inwardly.

      “I want her to be a companion to my new ward,” he blurted.

      Bella’s dark eyebrows rose like a pair of blackbirds taking wing.

      “Isabelle ought to have a chaperone for the summer,” Alex said in a rush, feeling as awkward as a penniless stable hand asking for a princess’ hand in marriage. Ridiculous; he was already engaged. “A companion of good manners and refined tastes—”

      “You observed all that, in the span of ten minutes?”

      Not the manners, no. He plowed on.

      “—and a certain spark, a refreshing candor, intelligence—”

      “Alexander, if you’re that desperate to fuck the poor girl, I can’t help you.”

      If he’d been doused in a bucket of cold water, he couldn’t have been more shocked. He was a gentleman, an honorable man, and he hadn’t known the lady was an innocent.

      It only made him want her more.

      “My proposition was entirely aboveboard. I wouldn’t dream of trying to—”

      She stopped him with a wave.

      “This is simply for the sake of propriety, lest people whisper that I have ensconced my ward in Hertfordshire for nefarious purposes. I won’t have my future countess’ name besmirched,” Alex insisted. Lies. Plenty of unmarried gentlemen had wards.

      “I don’t care, Alex. The girl’s welfare isn’t my concern.”

      He waited.

      “I can send her a message outlining your proposal. I cannot guarantee a response,” Bella said casually.

      “You have my gratitude, Countess.”

      “My assistance comes with conditions.”

      “I expected nothing less.”

      Bella always bargained hard. He was prepared to sacrifice almost anything to spend time with that sparkling young woman, though. The anxious pressure on his lungs eased fractionally. If she walked out today, he had no means through which to find her again—except with Bella’s help.

      “The lady in question has three younger siblings who would benefit from a summer in the countryside. Might I suggest that you extend your offer to the children, as an added inducement and proof of your noble intentions?”

      He ignored her ironic tone.

      “Excellent suggestion.”

      Glenmore had plenty of space. He could accommodate her family, although children weren’t exactly what he’d had in mind for Isabelle’s companion. The more of a buffer between him and his ward, the better, though.

      “Add forty percent to whatever you planned to offer for her labor this summer. I won’t take my finder’s fee out of the girl’s portion.”

      “Done.”

      “The sum you were going to offer her? Triple it.”

      “Done.”

      Money couldn’t warm him the way that fiery young woman did, even if he set piles of it on fire. Alex wasn’t ordinarily given to impulsive grand gestures, but there was something about that girl he wanted badly.

      “Why, Alexander? Why her?”

      He couldn’t articulate why, so he deflected. “Where else am I to find an appropriate companion for my ward?”

      “Somewhere other than a whorehouse?”

      They both laughed. It was rare that she came right out and said it. Bella advertised her exclusive sex club through word of mouth and innuendo. No one would ever dream of turning her in, partly because it was so much fun to be in on the scheme.

      Plus, there was Bella’s penchant for blackmail. Bella trafficked in sex and scandal, and ruled Society as a clandestine queen.

      “How soon before I can bring her to Glenmore?” Alex winced at his own eagerness. He made the half-day journey between London and his sprawling estate regularly, but he would make a point to hurry home and have the guest wing spruced up if she and her family were coming to stay.

      “I shall send word once I’ve broached the topic with Miss—” She bit off.

      “No floral moniker?” he teased, though it bothered him, not knowing the girl’s name. He couldn’t explain why it mattered so much to him. It simply did.

      “She doesn’t work for me, Alex.”

      “Right.” He paused. “You really won’t tell me the smallest detail about her, will you? Even though I’m inviting her to live at Glenmore for the summer?”

      Relenting, Bella offered, “Her name is Rosalyn Fernsby.”

      “Jack’s girl?” Impossible. Incredible.

      Charming Jack, as he was known, had been a gifted grifter who skated through life skimming off the generosity of wealthy friends until they got tired of him. For a time, when she first opened the House of Virtue, Bella let him hang around, but they’d had a falling out. Alex hadn’t thought about the man in ages.

      He retrieved his hat and floated out of the House of Virtue on a cloud of optimism he hadn’t felt since his godfather’s death—and his subsequent, disastrous engagement to his new ward.
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      There were good deeds, and there were convenient arrangements. Occasionally, the two collided.

      With Rosalyn and the rest of Jack Fernsby’s brood temporarily provided for, she and Annalise had all summer to execute their new plan. The eldest girl had the makings of a fine courtesan. There were plenty of beautiful women in the world, many of them younger than a twenty-year-old. But the combination of beauty, curiosity, a clear-sighted sense of purpose, along with a certain aloofness? That wasn’t something you found every day.

      Rosalyn was the opposite of the kind of woman who made a good courtesan. She’d fall in love with her first protector and be heartbroken when the affair inevitably ended. Likely, she’d wind up disappointed by a husband, too, but she at least had a shot at faithfulness in a marriage. Some men were capable of it.

      Hers had been.

      Annalise’s virginity auction would bring in a tidy sum. More than enough to let her support her family in comfort, and fund her dreamy younger sister’s hunt for a husband.

      If Alex didn’t cock it all up by ruining the girl, first. Bella didn’t have high hopes.

      Then again, the man was betrothed to his own ward—a union that already had tongues wagging. The girl was but seventeen, an orphan, and said to be exquisitely beautiful. But she was also in mourning, and she wasn’t part of the noble class. Bella did not doubt that Alex had pounced on his prize in the name of avariciousness, the way most men of his ilk did.

      It seemed he had a few regrets about his impulsive proposal. It might not be anything more than a typical aristocratic bachelor’s aversion to marriage. Even if it was, there was no getting out of the trap now. To break off with her would ruin his own ward.

      There was scandal, and then there was deliberate self-immolation. Bella felt relatively confident that Alex would manage to avoid the latter.

      Mostly.

      She hoped.
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      “It’s my turn to go first!”

      Annalise frowned at the shout, audible through the crookedly hung door.

      “Squabbling again,” Rosalyn grumbled. “Charlotte is supposed to be minding them. Where is she?”

      “Is that you, Miss Fernsby?” The opposite flat creaked open. “Those brats have been hollering for hours. It’s keeping my own babies awake. I’ve made another complaint to the landlord. He’ll toss you out if you can’t keep the noise down, and good riddance to you.”

      Annalise’s shoulders stiffened.

      Rosalyn left her sister to deal with their irate neighbor, while she dealt with their dilapidated two-room flat. At least it was clean. The stairways smelled of old cooking, rotting wood and dirty nappies.

      She marched to the rickety flyleaf table next to the window, where Johnnie and Eleanor had set up a makeshift game of chess using a piece of newsprint with squares blacked out in charcoal, pebbles for pawns, buttons for knights and bishops, hairpins for queens, and mismatched salt and pepper shakers for kings. Enterprising of them.

      “That’s the third time you cheated!” Johnnie raged, bumping the leaf and sending the playing pieces clattering to the floor.

      “Well, that’s the second time you’ve overturned the board when you weren’t winning!” Eleanor shrieked.

      “It wasn’t on purpose!”

      Rosalyn pinched each of their earlobes. The squabbling stopped. Two pairs of teary eyes turned to her.

      “Where is Charlie?”

      “I’m right here.” Charlotte tugged aside the blanket hung to separate the sleeping area from the main room. The curtain was a faded quilt depicting a garden. The other side portrayed a castle. Making it had been a way to pass the cold winter months while using up scraps. It made a versatile backdrop for playacting, and served as an extra layer of warmth when there wasn’t enough coal for the stove. Now, though, they couldn’t afford thread to make such an elaborate hanging. Plus, they’d long since sold their copies of Shakespeare’s plays.

      “You’re supposed to be minding them!” Rosalyn chided irritably.

      “I am! You were gone all afternoon, and you told us not to leave the flat!”

      “Quiet! All of you.”

      Annalise came in, glaring. Rosalyn released her siblings’ ears. They rubbed the sore spots in unison.

      “I know it’s hard,” she said. “I want better than this for all of us. Your forbearance today means we won’t have to live here much longer.” Annalise inhaled as if steeling herself.

      “Did you find Papa’s friend?” Eleanor demanded.

      “Is she going to help us?” Johnnie chimed in.

      “Was Papa really friends with a countess?” Charlotte asked skeptically. “He always liked to brag about his fancy companions.”

      “Everything we read in his diary was true,” Rosalyn said. Except he’d left out a lot, like the bit about Countess Oreste running a clandestine sex club and the massive debt he owed her for partaking in her services. The younger children didn’t need to know about that.

      Besides, the countess—bewilderingly—had destroyed all evidence of the debt. Not that they could ever have repaid that sum.

      Still. Why did she do it?

      Generosity was not an attribute she’d have assigned to the mercenary Countess Oreste. She must be aiming to get something out of it, but what?

      “Then she’ll help us?” Eleanor exclaimed. Turning to her brother, she grabbed his hands and began jumping in a circle, singing, “We’re going to live in a castle, we’re going to live in a castle!”

      Rosalyn’s chin dipped. She pinched her temples, willing a burgeoning headache to go away. Annalise clapped her hands twice. The jumping and singing ceased.

      “We are not going anywhere for the moment,” she said. “I must go and speak with the landlord. Try to buy us a few more days before we’re evicted.”

      “I’ll take the children out for some fresh air.”

      “If you can find any in this slum,” Charlotte muttered.

      Rosalyn thought of the earl she’d met briefly. If she’d displayed better manners, would he have rescued them from their predicament?

      She liked to think so. Perhaps he might have helped them, if Rosalyn hadn’t once again let her temper get the better of her.

      It was a nice fantasy, anyway. No harm in it.
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      Annalise was there when they arrived home. She held a thick rag paper, letters scrawled in an elegant hand. When she glanced up, Rosalyn saw how tired she was, with purplish smudges beneath her gray eyes.

      She ought to do more to help her sister carry the burden of survival. They were all doing their best, but they were trapped in quicksand and sinking faster the harder they struggled to get out.

      “Come, I need to speak with you. Alone.”

      Rosalyn hung her tattered wrap and bonnet on a peg by the door with a queasy twinge in her stomach. Annalise waved her into the curtained room and showed her the letter. It couldn’t be good news.

      “Earl de Lucey was impressed with you yesterday. He has invited you to come and stay in the countryside for the summer, as a companion to his ward, Miss Isabelle Kingston.”

      “Was he the tall, handsome man?”

      “I suppose he was attractive.” Annalise smiled. “I confess I was rather distracted.”

      Rosalyn’s cheeks burned. She felt lightheaded, as though she were Alice being enticed into an adventure underground. An earl had chosen her to be a companion to his ward, after nothing but a brief conversation. It was an opportunity she couldn’t possibly pass up.

      Not that she would tell her sister that she’d been thinking about the earl ever since their encounter. It felt too fresh and new to share with anyone, even Annalise. Besides, her sister would only chide her for being inappropriately interested in a man far above her station.

      “We’re going, right?” Charlotte interjected eagerly. “We wouldn’t be foolish enough to turn down an invitation from an earl.”

      “We?” Rosalyn scoffed. “I was the one invited, and you’re not supposed to be listening in.”

      Perhaps the earl would fall in love with her. Their father had always counted on one of them, likely Annalise, marrying into wealth, but he died before he could make introductions for them.

      “Actually, the invitation includes the entire family.” As if her sister could read minds, she turned to Rosalyn and said, “You know the earl is betrothed, right? To his ward.”

      Rosalyn’s dreams deflated instantly, like a pinpricked balloon.

      No.

      There was no reason for this crushing despair. A chance acquaintance, a passing attraction. That’s all it was. Rosalyn shook her head to clear it. As if an earl would have wanted her, for pity’s sake. Her head was filled with too many novels. Not that they owned books, anymore.

      “Countess Oreste says he was moved by our plight and wants to help.”

      Help.

      The earl saw her as a charity case. Lord, she was pathetic. They’d barely spoken, and she’d spent most of the time trading barbs with two whores, while stuffing her face with biscuits. No wonder the earl hadn’t fallen madly and instantly in love with her.

      “He promises this is an aboveboard offer of employment. He believes you will make a good companion to his ward.”

      “Based on what?”

      Annalise shrugged. “Whatever you said apparently impressed him.”

      Ah. She’d caught his attention for being the only decent woman at that wretched place.

      But wait…

      “What about you?”

      “I’ve been offered a position here in London. I couldn’t take it and leave you alone with the children, but if you’ll be staying in the countryside all summer…” Annalise trailed off, clearly wanting her to say yes but leaving the decision to Rosalyn.

      “Of course, I’ll go,” Rosalyn said. “I’ll be the best companion I can be.”

      She’d never had a real friend outside her family before. Playmates, occasionally, but the Fernsbys had generally been a tight-knit, insular group.

      Still. Rosalyn would set her feelings aside if it meant getting out of this pit and spending the summer in the countryside. She’d be a fool to pass up such a desperately needed reprieve.

      After all, there was no danger to her virtue. The earl was an honorable gentleman.
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      Rosalyn gazed around Glenmore, the Earl de Lucey’s palatial country home, with awe and trepidation.

      “Don’t. Touch. Anything,” she hissed to her three siblings.

      “Are you certain this is the right place?” Charlotte whispered, her eyes as wide as wagon wheels.

      “The coach bore his crest, didn’t it? I presume the driver knows the way to his employer’s residence.”

      Rosalyn swallowed hard. They were actually here.

      It had all happened so fast. Easy, if a bit hectic. Her first impression of the earl had only grown to epic proportions. Never mind how she’d first seen him, on full display with another woman. Remembering the encounter in the tearoom now felt like toppling into a field of fragrant flowers and warm afternoon sunshine.

      Their lives had been so difficult for so long, and then the earl came along to save them like her very own knight in shining armor.

      Minus the armor, she supposed, although there were two mounted sets at either side of the gallery ahead. The gleaming coach he’d sent to retrieve them was drawn by two white horses.

      Close enough.

      She’d been afraid to touch the satiny leather squabs. Terrified her three siblings might leave any visible sign of their presence in the pristine carriage—a feeling that only grew worse now that they were actually here, blinking at the splendor around them.

      Rosalyn sighed. If Johnnie didn’t break something within the week, Eleanor would.

      “Where’s his lordship?” Charlotte asked in a whisper that carried, to Rosalyn’s mortification.

      “I’m sure we’ll meet him presently,” she said, though she, too, craned about looking for any sign of him. Disappointment leached into her when he didn’t appear to welcome them.

      I’m certain an earl has better things to do with his time than greet every paid servant who arrives on his doorstep—

      “Miss Fernsby.”

      Sunlight streamed through a window in the great hallway, creating a halo around his head. His chestnut hair glinted with hints of gold and red, a color that could not possibly be as plain as brown. Crystalline blue eyes held her transfixed as the earl approached. Every bit as handsome as she remembered. Every inch of him a lord.

      Rosalyn had to remind herself to breathe.

      The earl strode straight up to her, standing toe-to-toe. For an instant, she thought he might touch her. Kiss her.

      Yes.

      Her eyes fluttered closed.

      “You must be Johnnie.”

      Rosalyn’s eyes flew open. The earl was crouched, hands on knees, bending down to chat with her brother. Right. She was the help.

      Could you be any more ridiculous?

      The earl was handsome, powerful, generous, and apparently, he liked children. His ward was one lucky woman. Engaged to a man like de Lucey. A commoner, no less.

      She sighed and wondered why her father hadn’t made them all wards to a rich, handsome, single man. They were orphans, too, after all.

      “Which of you is Miss Charlotte, and which is Miss Eleanor?”

      The earl pointed one finger playfully at each girl. Her sisters bobbed curtsies, practically shoving one another aside in their haste to identify themselves. On their best behavior, at least for the moment. Thank God for that.
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