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        For my lovely friend Michelle Dawnn.

        It’s such a joy to know you.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        She’s a maid with big dreams.

        A dutiful lady’s maid, Miss Madeline Atwood knows precisely what her future holds: countless nights of dressing her mistress in silk gowns, pinning her hair in elegant curls, and selecting the perfect pair of slippers before sending her off to the ball. But Madeline harbors a secret dream. Just once, she’d like to be the one who attends the grand party—and tonight could be her chance. All she needs to do is borrow her mistress’s cast-off dress and sneak downstairs during the Twelfth Night Ball…

      

        

      
        He’s no prince charming.

        Lord Justin Whitmoreland, Marquess of Whitmore, is a confirmed bachelor for good reason, and none of the eligible young ladies in London has even tempted him to change his mind about marriage. But after sharing one sensuous dance with a mystery woman, he finds himself looking for her around every street corner and in every ballroom. The very last place he expects his mystery woman to turn up is under his own roof.

      

        

      
        Can midnight work some magic?

        When Madeline is sacked from her job, Justin’s meddling sister hires her as her new lady’s maid. Which would be well and good if they didn’t have to face temptation every day—and every night. Justin would have to be the worst kind of scoundrel to trifle with a woman in his employ, and Madeline believes she has zero chance of capturing a marquess’s heart…so why is it so difficult for them to resist stealing private moments together?  It’s the most improbable of matches, but if the slipper fits…
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        London, Twelfth Night, 1814, The Earl of Hazelton’s Town House

      

      

      Madeline Atwood had two choices. She could rush back up the stairs, ask Anna to help her remove the stolen ballgown, replace the pilfered slippers and carry on as before, no one the wiser. Or she could continue her descent to the ballroom, where there was music and dancing and her one chance to fulfill her lifelong dream. One magical night when she could pretend she was a debutante at a grand London ball.

      Maddie peered over the servants’ staircase. No one was there. Thank goodness. Now was her chance. The other servants were down in the kitchens preparing copious amounts of food. Or they were scattered about the rooms of Lord Hazelton’s town house, catering to the two hundred guests who were enjoying themselves at the Hazeltons’ annual Twelfth Night Ball.

      Maddie glanced down at herself. She was wearing a sapphire ballgown that (thankfully) fit her perfectly and white satin slippers with blue satin bows on the tips. The slippers were too large, but she would make do. Her friend, Anna, had helped her twist her blond hair into a chignon, though Maddie had not been brave enough to pilfer any jewelry from Lady Henrietta’s collection. She was already taking too much of a chance as it was.

      Maddie took a deep, shaky breath. If she continued and was found out, she’d be risking everything she’d worked for these three past years. Molly was depending on her. Dear sweet Molly, seventeen years old. Out in the country living with Mrs. Halifax, who’d taken in the sisters after Papa’s untimely death and the subsequent nightmare they’d endured. Molly needed Maddie to provide for her. She was all her younger sister had. The day Papa had passed away, his throat so ravaged by consumption, he’d barely been able to speak.

      “Take care of your sister, Madeline,” he’d croaked.

      “I will, Papa. I promise.”

      And then Maddie had gone and done something that had not only compromised Molly’s future, but her own. Which was why at the age of one and twenty, Maddie, the elder daughter of a baron, was working as a lady’s maid for one Lady Henrietta Hazelton in London, scrimping and saving every ha’penny to send back home to her sister.

      Maddie peered down the staircase once more. A thrill of excitement shot through her. She shouldn’t be here. She shouldn’t be dressed this way. She shouldn’t be contemplating what she was contemplating. But after three years of following the rules every second, she was about to burst. Tonight, she intended to take a chance, to have a bit of fun. Just a small taste of the life she’d always thought would be hers until it all went wrong.

      What she was about to do was stupid and selfish. But if she had to endure one more day in the drudgery of service without anything exciting, or even mildly out of the ordinary, she’d go mad. There was no choice, really. She already knew what she would do. She had known it since the moment she’d woken up this morning with her outlandish idea lodged in her brain and whispered it to Anna in the early, cold, dark moments before they slid from bed and began their chores. Maddie was going to sneak into her employer’s ball and pretend to be a guest.
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      Justin Whitmoreland, the Marquess of Whitmore, was bored. He was always bored at ton events and this one was particularly boring. Hazelton’s Twelfth Night Ball was an annual affair attended by nearly everyone in London. Justin was here for only one reason, however. To assist his closest friend, Sebastian, the Duke of Edgefield, who happened to be unhappily married to Justin’s sister, Veronica.

      Edgefield had asked Justin to meet him here to stave off the gossip as to why Veronica wasn’t in attendance. As a duke with a prominent role in Parliament, Sebastian was required to attend such affairs. But without his duchess at his side, there would be questions. The lie was more plausible when Sebastian wasn’t the only one spreading it—Veronica was feeling poorly…for the second Twelfth Night in a row.

      Thankfully, Sebastian had promised that all Justin need do was mingle for an hour, mention to as many people as possible that Veronica had unfortunately fallen ill again—rotten luck, that!—and then he could take his leave. His duty to Edgefield fulfilled, Justin would be free to go to one of his favored gaming hells and spend the remainder of the evening engaged in much more pleasurable pursuits.

      He didn’t have much longer for pleasurable pursuits. This would be his final Season as a bachelor. He intended to make the most of it. Next year, his eighteen-year-old twin sisters would come to town to prepare for their debuts. He adored his sisters, all three of them, and he would do anything for them, but there was no doubt the twins’ presence would require a significant change to his normally profligate schedule. He would be expected to squire them about town and eventually choose husbands for both of them, with their approval, of course. He had no illusions that his headstrong sisters would not be entirely involved in selecting their own husbands. He wouldn’t have it any other way. He wanted all three of them happy. He even held out hope of Veronica and Edgefield reconciling. Though that was taking much longer than expected.

      Fiercely loyal, Justin had a soft spot for his family and friends, which was precisely why he was here at this excruciatingly boring ball tonight, helping Edgefield pretend to be happily married. In fact, Justin had been here nearly a quarter of an hour already, though he had yet to locate his friend in the crush.

      Justin expelled his breath. By God, the ball was even more crowded than last year…filled with marriage-minded misses and their mothers. The Season was not yet underway, so the ladies of the ton used Hazelton’s ball as their one opportunity to march their darlings under the eyes of perspective grooms before it began.

      Justin had already dodged half a dozen such mamas, their prim little daughters standing demurely at their sides. He was a thirty-year-old bachelor marquess, a prime target for such duos.

      He glanced up.

      Blast.

      Lady Hazelton herself and her horse-faced daughter Henrietta were headed directly toward him. He needed to remove himself. Quickly.

      Turning and pushing through the throng, he made his way down the nearest corridor and into the last room on the right. He shut the door behind him and pressed his back against it, closing his eyes and breathing a sigh of relief.

      He’d narrowly escaped. Lady Hazelton and Henrietta were one of the most strident pairs he’d encountered. Insistent, loud, and not given to graciously accepting polite refusals of their requests. Justin made it a habit to keep from their sight.

      “That was close,” he murmured to himself, releasing a deep sigh into the empty, darkened room.

      “What was close?” a lively female voice asked.
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      Maddie immediately regretted the words that had flown from her lips. Molly always said she was too quick to speak at times. She certainly had spoken too quickly one very important time in particular. She should have remained hidden by the potted palm she’d jumped behind when the door to the drawing room opened. She should have remained silent.

      She’d been brave enough to descend the servants’ staircase, lift the skirts of her pilfered blue ballgown, and tiptoe down the corridor toward the grand ballroom, but then a pair of footmen had come round the corner, and she’d fled into the first room she found.

      A drawing room. A thankfully empty drawing room. She’d been trying to work up the nerve to continue with her plan ever since. She’d nearly convinced herself to do the intelligent thing and scurry back abovestairs with her tail between her legs when the door swung open, and a gentleman had rushed in.

      “Pardon me,” the man said, pushing himself off the door and taking a step toward her. His voice was deep and memorable. It sent a pleasurable tremor down her spine. “I didn’t realize anyone was here.”

      “I’m not supposed to be here,” she admitted, mostly because she couldn’t think of anything else to say.

      She couldn’t help but look at him. A brace of candles sat atop the mantel close to where Maddie stood. They illuminated the room enough to allow her to slowly size him up. He had to be a guest. He was dressed in formal evening attire, mostly black, with a white waistcoat, shirtfront, and cravat. Well-cut and made with the finest of fabrics. As a lady’s maid, she had an eye for such things. His clothes were no doubt more expensive than the entirety of Maddie’s worldly possessions. He was tall and ridiculously fit, with dark-brown hair and obsidian eyes that were returning her gaze with interest. A sigh escaped her lips. He was the exact sort of handsome gentleman she’d imagined dancing with.

      “Why aren’t you supposed to be here?” he asked, a dark brow arching over one eye. “Are you hiding from the party too?”

      No. The exact opposite, actually. She longed to be out at the party. But she was having second thoughts. What if one of the servants recognized her in the ballroom? Anna knew her secret, but no one else did. Maddie had counted on the others being too busy to look at her, just another party guest, but it would only take one servant recognizing her to ruin her plan. “I am hiding,” she admitted, because at least that much was true, and she sensed the handsome gentleman was waiting for a reply.

      “Why?” he asked, taking another step toward her, his brow furrowed in confusion.

      “Why are you hiding in here?” she asked instead of answering him. She was truly curious to know the answer. A man this good-looking would be popular at an affair such as this. He must have a good reason for sneaking off.

      “Because I detest these sorts of things,” he replied. The hint of a smile quirked up his lips, and she loved that she’d been the one to put it there.

      “You don’t like to dance?” It ought to be against the law for a man that handsome to refuse to take to the dance floor.

      “Dancing is for married men, lovesick fools, and fops,” he replied, slowly shaking his head.

      “I see,” she replied, before asking him another question that was sure to elicit another negative response. For some reason, she was enjoying prodding him. “You do not like to mingle?” She’d so longed to be a carefree party guest, but she supposed not everyone felt the same.

      “Not at all.” He chuckled this time.

      “How do you feel about eating hors d'oeuvres?” she ventured, suppressing her smile.

      He shrugged. “Mostly indifferent, I’m afraid.”

      “So, you don’t care for fun then?” She nearly laughed but stopped herself.

      “Not the sort of fun found at an event such as this,” he drawled.

      “But if you don’t like to dance, mingle, or consume hors d'oeuvres, then why are you here?” Oh, dear. Maddie frowned as an unwelcome thought occurred to her. Perhaps he was a rake…perhaps he had arranged an amorous liaison…and perhaps she walked right into the middle of it. Her voice had gone a little breathless at the end there, but the thought of him meeting another woman was oddly provoking.

      A smile spread across his face, making him even more handsome, if that was possible. He moved even closer to her. He was standing only two paces away. He was quite tall and the scent of his obviously expensive, yet sparingly applied cologne made her knees wobble.

      She was in over her head. She needed to leave. Soon.

      “I am doing a favor…for a friend,” he told her.

      Now that was interesting. Perhaps he wasn’t a rake after all. He certainly looked like one, but she’d be lying if she said she wasn’t relieved. “What sort of favor?” she asked, cocking her head to the side. “Are you close with Lord Hazelton?” Because if he was, she needed to leave immediately. She should not be consorting with anyone who might mention their encounter to her employer.

      The handsome gentleman smiled again, and she briefly wished he would always smile. “No. I barely know him,” he said.

      She allowed her shoulders to relax. “Thank goodness,” she said before she had a chance to think better of it.

      He narrowed his eyes at her. “May I ask your name?”

      Oh, no. She needed to get out of here. Perhaps he wasn’t a rake, but he was disordering her thoughts, and she needed to keep her wits about her if she was going to pull off this mad plan. At some point during this remarkable conversation with this outrageously handsome man, she’d found the courage she’d needed and now she was anxious to get on with it.

      “You may ask, but I cannot share it. In fact, I must go.” She hurried past him to the door and cracked it open, peeking out, trying to ignore the alluring scent of sandalwood that met her nostrils as she passed him.

      “You are in a hurry?” His voice came from behind her this time.

      “Yes,” she replied. “I don’t have much time to accomplish my goal.” Thank goodness. The way was clear. She would make her way down the corridor and blend into the sizable crowd. Surely, no one would notice one more lady in the crush. She opened the door wider. “Good night, Mr.…”

      “Mr.?” he said as if it were a question.

      Oh, no. Was he not a mister? Was he a lord? Good heavens. She truly must leave immediately. She had no business messing about with lords. Though no doubt the ballroom was lousy with them. “My apologies, I thought—”

      “Mr. Whitland,” he said quickly. “But wait. Where are you going? What is your goal?”

      She stopped and glanced back at him. The man was gorgeous, to be certain, and apparently he was a mister—thank heavens—but he’d already indicated he didn’t enjoy dancing. More’s the pity. She needed to find a gentleman who liked to dance…and quickly.

      “To dance with a handsome gentleman at the ball,” she announced over her shoulder, and she couldn’t resist sending him a grin. She paused for a moment before tapping a gloved finger to her cheek and adding something that had just occurred to her. “And perhaps eat an hors d'oeuvre or two.” And with that, she shot him a wink and slipped from the room, even though a part of her wanted to stay.
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      Justin watched the space where the young lady had just been. For a moment, he wondered if the entire encounter with her had been nothing more than a figment of his imagination. It had been so odd. And he wasn’t entirely certain he’d heard her correctly. Had she said her goal was to dance with a handsome gentleman at a ball? That was a first. He’d never heard anyone say such a thing. No one except his younger sister Jessica, who couldn’t wait to make her debut.

      But if the woman he’d just encountered was a debutante, what was she doing in here alone? Where was her mother? Besides, usually when he encountered debutantes who wanted to dance, they were looking to make him their partner. But this young woman hadn’t seemed to know who he was. She appeared solely interested in dancing and in a hurry to quit his company.

      Justin absently scratched his chin, still staring at the doorway. Who was she? She was certainly pretty. She had thick blond hair, irrepressible dimples, and cornflower blue eyes that sparkled with mischief. And her voice had been happy and full of life. He’d never wanted to prolong an acquaintance with a debutante, but he had to admit he’d been disappointed when she left the room. Odd. All of it. And she wasn’t even an acquaintance, was she? She hadn’t so much as given him a name. In fact, she’d refused to tell him her name.

      He wanted to follow her. That was a first as well. The thought surprised him. There was something captivating about her. Of course, he wasn’t interested in dancing. Justin never wanted to dance, but for some reason he couldn’t explain, he wanted to see her dance. Perhaps only to learn whether she’d accomplished the goal she’d seemed so intent upon.

      Justin shook his head and rubbed at his forehead with a knuckle. He was being absurd. Why did he care about a fanciful young lady’s desire to dance? He had his own goal tonight, and it involved finding Edgefield, spreading word of his sister’s nonexistent illness, and getting the hell out of this ball filled with married couples and boring little innocents.

      Though, now that he thought on it, the young woman he’d just encountered hadn’t bored him. That was a first too. She looked slightly older than most of the debutantes, and she didn’t have a mother with her. Was she a debutante? Perhaps she merely didn’t want anyone to know she’d been in a room alone with a man. He couldn’t blame her for that. Reputations were easily lost with less fodder.

      If she was a debutante, perhaps she’d yet to make her debut. But that made little sense. She wouldn’t be at the ball if she hadn’t made her debut. And she’d said she wasn’t supposed to be in the drawing room. He’d assumed that was only because she should be out in the crowd with her mama keeping a close eye on her.

      But why had she refused to give him her name? In fairness, he hadn’t told her his name either. Not his real one, at least. When she’d declined to reveal her name, he’d decided to keep his identity secret as well for some reason. He hadn’t mentioned that he was a marquess and not just a mister. She’d assumed he was a mister so easily, he hadn’t wanted to disabuse her of the notion. It was rare that a debutante wouldn’t know who he was. He wasn’t given to tossing his title about, but somehow they all seemed to know who he was…not that he relished it. On the contrary, it was refreshing to find a debutante who didn’t know him. Quite refreshing, actually.

      Justin shook his head again. What was the matter with him? It was unlike him, spending so much time wondering about a young woman. Any young woman, debutante or not. He usually avoided such innocents like a case of the pox. He preferred the more experienced women he met at the gaming hells around London. Women who were used to pleasure and knew how to give and receive it. Oh, he would have to marry, eventually, he knew that. He already had a sound plan for it. He intended to find a woman who wanted his title and would bear him an heir, but who didn’t care one whit about him. That was the secret to a marriage free from pain and disappointment. In the meantime, he would find his pleasure in dalliances at the hells.

      Justin scrubbed a hand through his hair. The unexpected encounter with the young woman who wanted to dance had distracted him long enough. He should return to the ballroom, find Edgefield, look for a few more people to inform of Veronica’s unfortunate illness, and then get on with his night. He exited the drawing room, closing the door behind him and putting thoughts of the pretty young blond woman firmly from his mind.

      The ballroom was just as he’d left it, filled with people and music and laughter. And this time, Lady Hazelton and Henrietta were thankfully nowhere to be found. He politely nodded to a few acquaintances and stopped to speak briefly with some friends, who obligingly asked after Veronica’s health. As he made his way through the crush, he kept an eye out for Edgefield…and if he spotted the blond woman, so be it.

      Justin decided to tour the perimeter of the room. He had no sooner made his way toward the closest wall when he spied Edgefield in a small group that included Lord Hazelton, by the double doors at the front of the room. Justin changed his course immediately.

      “Ah, Whitmore,” Edgefield said the moment he looked up and saw Justin striding toward him. “Good to see you.” The duke turned to the group he was with. “I was just telling Hazelton here that Veronica isn’t feeling well this evening.”

      “That’s right,” Justin smoothly interjected, shaking his head as if it were a shame. “My dear sister is under the weather again. I swear there must be something about the Christmastide season that doesn’t agree with her.”

      “She sends her regrets, of course,” Edgefield added.

      Lord Hazelton eyed Edgefield warily. “How unfortunate. I must ask Lady Hazelton to stop by your town house to see if Her Grace needs anything.”

      “Nonsense,” Edgefield replied, a fake smile plastered on his face. Justin knew that inside Edgefield was wishing he could punch Hazelton in the gut. “She has me and a team of maids at the ready. She’s been asleep most of the day. I’m certain she’ll be fit in no time.”

      “Very well,” Hazelton allowed, still eyeing Edgefield with a look that indicated in no uncertain terms he didn’t believe a word the duke had said.

      Justin returned Hazelton’s careful stare. The earl clearly knew the rumors that Veronica had left Edgefield barely two months after their wedding nearly eighteen months ago. She’d fled to their country house and not been back. London had been rife with chatter about her marriage ever since. Both Edgefield and Veronica were absurdly stubborn and refused to listen to reason, and so they remained at odds. Justin could only hope they made up soon. He doubted the ton would believe his lies for a third year.

      As the group’s conversation switched to another topic, Justin scoured the ballroom for a head of blond hair and a sapphire gown. He found no trace. He frowned, wondering for the dozenth time why he was looking.

      Soon, Hazelton and his friends drifted off to speak to other guests, and Justin was left alone with Edgefield.

      “Thank you,” Edgefield said, expelling his breath, his shoulders relaxing.

      “You’re quite welcome,” Justin replied. “Besides Hazelton, I spoke to the Rothchilds, Lord and Lady Pembroke, and the Cranberrys.”

      Edgefield nodded. “Excellent.”

      “Is there anyone else you’d like me to inform of my dear sister’s poor health before I take my leave?”

      “No,” Edgefield said with a shake of the head. “That should suffice.”

      “You know you’ll need to speak to Veronica eventually. This cannot go on forever.”

      “Tell that to your stubborn sister,” Edgefield replied with a tight smile.

      Justin rolled his eyes. Sebastian and Veronica were far too alike, which made them both an excellent match and formidable enemies when they so chose.

      “Will I see you later, at the club?” Justin asked to change the subject. He’d learned long ago it did little good to try to convince either Sebastian or Veronica to see reason.

      “Yes. I intend to win back the fifty pounds you stole from me last night.”

      “I think you mean you plan to lose fifty more to me tonight,” Justin replied with a wink. The two friends often bet on hands of cards, and neither was up for long before the other won back his money. They’d been winning and losing the same fifty pounds for years. “At any rate, I’ll stop to thank Lady Hazelton for her hospitality, and then I’ll be going,” Justin said.

      Edgefield nodded and drifted off into the crowd, most likely to talk to some of the other members of Parliament about an upcoming bill or some other boring nonsense. Sebastian took his duties seriously. As a duke, he had to. Justin was far less inclined. He might be a marquess, but he’d yet to settle into the years of obligation men in his position seemed destined for. There would be plenty of time for that later…when he stopped having so much bloody fun.

      Justin soon located his hostess and offered the obligatory thanks. He might be a profligate rake, but his mother had drilled manners and decorum into him from the moment he was born. He turned to make his way out the doors toward the foyer. As he went, he pulled his gold timepiece from the inside pocket of his coat and consulted it. Excellent. He could be at his favorite hell within twenty minutes if the streets weren’t crowded.

      But instead of continuing toward the door, he found himself…stopping. Stopping, turning, and looking around for…her. The blond woman from the drawing room. He took a spot along the edge of the dance floor and scanned the crowd. Had she found her handsome gentleman? Was she dancing? If he saw her, that would be enough, and he would leave. But even as his gaze searched the dance floor, he chastised himself. Why the hell did he care if a complete stranger got her dance? He didn’t even know who she was. And he certainly would not ask anyone to tell him her name. That would only cause gossip. He was leaving.

      He turned on his heel. But just before he made it to the doors, he couldn’t help but glance back one more time…

      As if the light had caught it solely for his eye, a swath of sapphire satin illuminated on the far side of the room. It was paired with a head full of blond hair and a lovely profile that had been etched into his memory. It was her. He’d found her. She was not on the dance floor, however. Instead, she stood on the far side of the dancing, and she seemed to be…in an argument with a man.

      The middle-aged man wore a bright green coat atop ungodly peacock-blue pantaloons. He was jabbing a large finger toward the dance floor while the blond lady stood with her gloved hands on her hips and an animated expression on her face, which included a decided frown. Justin watched in silence for a few more moments until the peacock grabbed the lady’s arm and pulled her along behind him toward the dancing.

      Justin didn’t stop to think. He pushed through the crowd and strode forcefully past the dancers to make his way to her side.

      “I don’t care to dance with you, my lord,” she was saying while tugging against the older man’s obviously too-strong grip.

      The peacock wasn’t listening. He continued to pull her toward the dance floor.

      Justin stepped directly into Peacock’s path, where he squared his shoulders and pushed the flat of one hand hard against the man’s puffed-out chest. “I believe the young lady said she’s not interested in a dance with you.” His voice was deep and gruff, intended for absolutely no misinterpretation on Peacock’s part.

      “Who are you?” the man asked brusquely, giving Justin a look intended to burn through him.

      Justin returned his penetrating gaze. The man was half a foot shorter than him and though quite a bit heavier, Justin had no doubt his years spent mastering the art of fencing, specifically an esquive, would send this oaf crashing to the floor if he attempted to lunge at him.

      “Who are you?” Justin demanded, glancing around. Where in the world was this young woman’s mother? She wasn’t doing a very good job of chaperoning her charge tonight.

      “I’m Lord Julington,” the man replied, narrowing his eyes on Justin.

      Justin crossed his arms over his chest and glowered at Lord Julington. “Suffice it to say, I’m someone who doesn’t take kindly to seeing ladies forced into unwanted dances.”

      The man attempted to push past Justin. “Get out of my way. This is none of your concern.”

      Justin stopped him with an arm to his throat. “I’m about to make it my concern if you don’t unhand this lady immediately.”

      The man released the young woman’s arm but continued to glare at Justin. “I don’t believe I caught your name, Sir,” he snarled through clenched teeth.

      “I don’t believe I provided it,” Justin replied, stepping back and straightening his coat.

      Justin glanced around briefly. The partygoers nearest to their little trio had stopped talking and dancing and were standing in a semicircle, staring at them. They had caused a scene. From the corner of his eye, Justin spied Lord Hazelton himself marching toward them.

      The next sound Justin heard was the lady’s inhaled breath and a sharp squeak. He glanced at her. Stark terror flashed in her eyes before she turned on her heel and rushed away in the opposite direction.
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