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      Mistakenly, the door to the drawing room had been left ajar, allowing voices to carry out into the corridor…

      …to the ears of Lady Christina Beaumont, daughter to the Earl of Whickerton, presently thirteen years of age. She stood hidden behind said door, her ear almost pressed to its smooth wood, as she tried to peek through the minuscule gap that allowed her this unique glimpse of adult life.

      “Please, Beatrice, you need to help me!” Aunt Francine pleaded with Christina’s mother, her voice choked with tears. “I cannot stay! You of all people must surely understand!”

      “Must I?” Christina’s mother replied, her voice tinged with disbelief. Christina heard the soft sound of footsteps as her mother began to pace around the room. “Why do you believe so? Why would I—?”

      “Because you did the same!” Aunt Francine exclaimed, pride and awe ringing in her voice as she surged forward, hasty steps carrying her toward her older sister.

      Christina held her breath, waiting for her mother to reply. She did not know what had happened, what had brought Aunt Francine to Whickerton Grove in the middle of the night, nor did she know why her aunt was so agitated. Had there been some kind of accident?

      “What are you doing out of bed?” came a sleepy voice from behind her, and Christina spun around.

      When her eyes fell on her little sister Harriet, only two years her junior, she exhaled a breath of relief. “Shhh!” she urged, pressing her finger to her lips and beckoning Harry forward.

      With her green eyes squinted, Harry tiptoed to her side, her fiery-red hair unruly as always. “What is going on?”

      “Shhh!” Christina urged again. “Listen.” Side by side, the two youngest sisters of the Whickerton clan stood outside the door to the drawing room, quieter than they had ever been in their lives, straining to hear the drama that was unfolding only a few paces from where they stood.

      “Let’s try to remain calm,” their father suddenly spoke out, and Christina flinched, her hand clamping about her sister’s mouth to keep her from making a sound. Christina had not known their father was in the drawing room as well. Until this moment, she had only believed it to be her mother and aunt.

      Christina felt her heart skip a beat. This was serious! If her father was there, it had to be, did it not?

      “What do you mean I did the same?” came their mother’s voice, filled with incredulity. “I never—”

      “You chose your own path,” Aunt Francine interrupted. “You married Charles against our parents’ wishes. You did not care what they said, how they objected. You chose your own path.” A deep sigh left their aunt’s lips. “As I wish to do.”

      “But you’re married!” Christina’s and Harriet’s mother exclaimed. “Surely, your husband would not want you to—”

      “Of course not!” Aunt Francine exclaimed, and Christina could not help but think that her voice resonated with deep-seated anger. “He demanded I abandon all foolish thoughts of being an artist and only concern myself with providing him with an heir.” A choked sob fell from her lips. “He threatened to lock me away.” Again, footsteps echoed to the girls’ ears, and Christina could all but imagine her aunt grasping their mother’s hands, her eyes full of tears and pleading. “I cannot live this life. Please, will you not help me?”

      For a long moment, silence lingered. Christina looked down at Harriet’s face and saw the same kind of confusion she, too, felt. Always had Aunt Francine been a cheerful and carefree, lighthearted person, her smile radiant and her laughter infectious. Now, however, she seemed completely changed, despair in her voice and fear ringing in every word she spoke.

      Christina clutched Harriet’s hand, and together, they inched closer to the door. As much as this conversation unsettled Christina, she could not imagine turning away from it.

      “Let’s try to remain calm,” Christina heard her father’s voice say, the way he spoke not betraying the deep kind of emotions she had heard in her mother’s and aunt’s voices. “Of course, we will help you, Francine. But what is it that you have in mind? As you surely know, your options are severely limited.” Caution rang in her father’s voice, and Christina felt an icy chill inch down her spine.

      “I want to leave.”

      “Leave?” their mother demanded, incredulity in her voice. “What do you mean leave? Go where?”

      Aunt Francine inhaled a deep breath, and Christina could picture her straightening and lifting her chin. “To France.”

      Shocked silence stretched from one heartbeat to another as Christina held her breath, waiting for either one of her parents to reply. Surely, Aunt Francine could not be serious. She could not leave behind the life she had here and go to France. She was married. She had been married only a few months ago. Was she not happy? Was that not why all young ladies were encouraged to seek husbands? Did marriage not mean happiness?

      “France?” Christina’s father asked in that calm voice of his while her mother remained quiet, perhaps too shocked to reply at all. “Why France?”

      “I’m an artist,” Aunt Francine replied, her voice gaining strength as she spoke. “My whole life, I have been complimented upon my artistic excellence, but it is only now that I realize that none of the words spoken to me ever truly meant anything. Yes, painting is considered an accomplishment for a young lady, but she’s never truly expected to become an artist. At some point, I crossed that invisible line, that line that exists between acceptance and outrage. Of course, I’m not meant to be an artist. A woman is only ever meant to be a wife and mother. But what if that is not enough?”

      Christina’s mother drew in a deep breath, a heavy sigh falling from her lips. “Have you spoken to your husband? Perhaps there is a way for you to—”

      “I’ve tried more than once,” Aunt Francine replied, resignation weighing heavily upon her voice. “He is a kind man, but he wants a wife, not an artist. He is ashamed of my aspirations. He does not understand.”

      “Are you certain you want this? Do you understand what you would be giving up?” Christina’s mother counseled, her voice softer now, kind and soothing.

      Christina held her breath, her blue eyes dropping down to meet Harriet’s green ones. Was this truly happening? Was Aunt Francine leaving them? Leaving England? Would she ever return?

      The tall grandfather clock in the drawing room struck three in the morning, and Christina flinched, almost losing her balance and falling against the door left ajar. Harriet’s hands, however, shot forward and clamped over her arms, pulling her back.

      With their arms wrapped around one another, the two girls remained where they were, listening.

      “I know what I would be giving up,” Aunt Francine finally replied, “if I were to stay. This is who I am. This is who I want to be, who I need to be. I suppose I was a fool to never see this coming, to not understand that women are never meant to do anything noteworthy beyond marriage and childbearing. Yes, I should’ve seen this coming.” She exhaled a slow, long breath, agonizing in the way it spoke of all the disappointments she had suffered so recently. “You took a chance,” she said to Christina’s and Harriet’s mother, “and you found happiness. It was a risk, but it was worth it, was it not?”

      In her mind’s eye, Christina could see her parents look at one another, her mother’s eyes misted with tears, a devoted smile upon her father’s lips, as they nodded, silent words passing between them, words no one else ever understood but them. “Yes,” her mother finally replied. “It was worth it. I have no regrets, and I do not want you to have any, either.”

      First, a relieved sigh and then the rustling of skirts drifted to Christina’s ears. “Oh, thank you! Thank you so much, Beatrice!” No doubt embracing their mother, Aunt Francine began to sob with joy. “I promise I shall write. I promise this shall not be the last time we see each other.”

      “I will hold you to that,” their mother replied, tears now choking her own voice. “I shall miss you so much.”

      Christina felt tears sting her own eyes as the truth began to sink in. Aunt Francine would be leaving, and they could not be certain when she would return. Christina wished she understood what exactly had happened, what had made her aunt daring and desperate enough to make such a choice. Yes, her aunt loved to paint. She had always been a formidable artist. Yet it seemed not to be enough. It seemed her husband suddenly disapproved of her artistic ambitions. Why? Christina wondered. Was this merely the way of the world? Something children could not understand. Something that simply happened sometime down the line.

      Closing her eyes, Christina thought of the countless notebooks up in her chamber. Notebooks her mother had given her, urging her to write and express herself. Notebooks all the Whickerton siblings had received. Not all of them filled them with the same content. Leonora wrote about observations of the world around her. Louisa enjoyed copying poems that touched her heart. Harriet had not yet decided quite what appealed to her while their brother Troy had never bothered with them in the first place. Christina, however, had begun writing down stories, fairytales about magical creatures and faraway lands, about dauntless knights and fierce princesses. Always had her musings brought Christina joy, and perhaps not unlike her aunt, she had somehow expected it to always be so. Would the day eventually come when she would have to choose? Between her passion and her family? Did husbands not appreciated it if their wives possessed creativity, ambition and talent?

      Harriet tugged on Christina’s arm. “We should go to bed,” she whispered before a wide yawn stretched across her face, “before we’re found.” Something thoughtful lingered in Harriet’s eyes as well as though she, too, had found herself confronted with a part of the world she had never known existed until today.

      Nodding, Christina followed her little sister back up the stairs. Yet the moment they had overheard kept her awake for the remainder of the night. She remembered the sound of desperation in her aunt’s voice. She remembered her sadness and her regret. Most of all, though, she remembered that her aunt had been forced to make a choice.

      Choices had always rung with possibility for Christina. Choices had always been highly valued in their family. Now, however, they spoke of loss. After all, at their core, choices spoke for one thing and against another.

      Christina could not imagine leaving her family. She could not imagine ever being away from them, perhaps even separated by the sea. She could not imagine ever making such a choice.

      Perhaps, the time had come for fairytales to be laid to rest. After all, she was already thirteen years of age and fairytales were only for children, were they not?
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        London 1803 (or a variation thereof)

      

        

      
        Nine Years Later

      

      

      Mr. Thorne Sharpe stood on the edge of the ballroom, hands linked behind his back, eyes sweeping over the assembled guests. Although his heart beat in a steady rhythm, he could not deny the slow crawl of anxiety along the back of his neck.

      He was well aware of the looks cast in his direction. How could he not be? After all, London’s high society did not exactly try to hide their disdain for him and his profession. In fact, they stared at him quite openly, whispering behind fans and glasses filled with imported liquor.

      Yes, here he was standing among them, the ton, the crème de la crème of society. Of course, Thorne was not ignorant of why he had been invited. For one, he was a peculiarity, something fascinating to gaze upon and gossip about. For another, by now, all of London was aware of his lucrative business dealings, aware that he had amassed a fortune most could only ever dream of, aware that he was looking for a wife.

      “Mr. Sharpe, how good to see you this evening,” Lord Hartmore greeted him with a friendly nod, the look in the man’s eyes, however, spoke of the same sense of superiority Thorne could see in the eyes of all those around him. “I hope you’re settling in well.”

      Thorne nodded, doing his best to act accordingly, to display the sort of manners expected by people of Lord Hartmore’s station. “Quite well. Thank you.” He allowed his gaze to sweep around the room, taking in the lively playing orchestra as well as the many dancers crowded upon the dance floor. “It is a most entertaining evening.”

      Trivial chitchat followed, giving Thorne the opportunity to assess Lord Hartmore more thoroughly. The deep wrinkles upon the man’s face made him look more aged than the gray in his hair. They spoke of strain and concern, burdens that weighed upon his shoulders day and night as Thorne now knew was true. As far as he was aware, Lord Hartmore enjoyed more than the occasional gamble, which had lost him most of his fortune. Recently, he had even been forced to sell the townhouse his family had held in London for generations. Indeed, the situation was growing more dire by the minute…and from the looks of it, Lord Hartmore knew that Thorne was aware of it.

      Indeed, it was a barely concealed look of disdain that lingered in the older man’s eyes. He knew he needed Thorne’s fortune, yet he could not help but hold it against him. Lord Hartmore like so many others considered themselves superior, expecting the world to be laid at their feet, and were outraged when they discovered it not to be so.

      “Shall I introduce you to my daughter?” Lord Hartmore asked, a polite smile upon his tense face. “She is most eager to make your acquaintance.”

      Thorne inclined his head courteously. “I would like nothing more, my lord.”

      Yes, finding a wife among English high society was part of Thorne’s plan. It was necessary in order to be accepted into their circle. Never would he be considered an equal; however, with a society wife at his side, his chances of finding favor would increase. Thorne knew that he needed society’s support in order to make a difference. He needed those who shaped the land with laws and regulations to listen to him, to hear his words and heed them.

      Thorne knew that he and Lord Hartmore had much in common in this regard. They both had aspirations and needed the other in order to obtain them. Hartmore needed Thorne’s fortune, and Thorne needed Hartmore’s influence and standing. If only the man’s poor daughter, innocent in all of this, need not be involved.

      In truth, Thorne did not cherish the thought of marrying a stranger. He knew how the ton conducted their marital affairs, and he could not say he approved of it.

      He himself had grown up with nothing, with neither fortune nor family. His parents had died when he had still been young, but old enough to survive on the streets. He could not recall how many siblings he had lost. He could neither recall their names nor their faces. That life seemed so distant now as though it had not been his own past but someone else’s instead. Still, the emptiness of his childhood still lingered, and deep down, Thorne had always wanted what he had never had.

      Not truly, at least.

      A family.

      Following Lord Hartmore’s gaze, Thorne paused when his eyes fell upon a golden-haired beauty. She stood with a friend, her sparkling blue eyes animated as they spoke and laughed. Her cheeks shone rosy, complementing the light blue of her gown. Although she looked like a dozen other debutantes around the room, there was something fierce in her gaze, something wild and untamed that spoke to Thorne.

      Was she Lord Hartmore’s daughter? Would he find himself married to her in a matter of months? Weeks perhaps?

      At the thought, Thorne’s apprehension turned to something else, something warm and delicious. Anticipation coursed through his veins, and he barely managed to still his feet before they could carry him across the room and to her side. Never before had he experienced such an overwhelming reaction to a woman. Perhaps not all hope was lost after all. Perhaps for once, the world would work in his favor.

      His heart sank a moment later when it was not the golden-haired beauty who reluctantly moved toward them, but her friend instead.

      Heeding her father’s beckoning gesture, Miss Mortensen whispered a few words to her friend and then hesitantly moved across the ballroom toward them. When her gaze fell upon him, she seemed to draw in a shuddering breath as though she had to force herself to continue onward. Soft blond curls danced upon her shoulders, her skin pale and growing paler in the warm glow of the chandeliers above. For all intents and purposes, the young woman looked frightened.

      Thorne frowned. Of course, he had expected Miss Mortensen to be somewhat displeased with her father’s choice for a husband. However, he had not expected her to look at him like a frightened deer. What was it about him that inspired such fear?

      “Mr. Sharpe,” Lord Hartmore addressed him when Miss Mortensen had reached their side, offering a polite, but somewhat strained smile in greeting, “may I present my daughter, Miss Sarah Mortensen? Sarah, my dear, this is Mr. Sharpe.”

      Offering the frightened girl a formal bow, Thorne smiled at her. “It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance, Sarah.”

      The moment her name left his lips, Thorne realized his mistake. He saw her eyes widen before they fell from his as though his blunder, the intimate use of her name, had somehow proven to her that he was to be feared.

      Miss Mortensen exhaled a shuddering breath, her eyes still glued to the floor as she clamped her hands together to keep them from trembling. “How…How do you find London, Mr. Sharpe?” Her voice was no more than a whisper, and she glanced up at her father in desperate need of reassurance.

      Lord Hartmore’s jaw seemed tense, but he nodded to his daughter. His shoulders straightened as he regarded Thorne in a way that made Thorne think that he held no more importance in their world than a tool that refused to function. It was in its essence what was wrong with the world…at least in Thorne’s opinion.

      “It is most diverting,” Thorne replied to her question, trying his best to put her at ease. Perhaps somewhere beneath this shaking exterior existed a kind and warmhearted, young woman. “A beautiful and important city to be sure, historically as well as economically.”

      At his reference to his trade, Miss Mortensen tensed, casting another pleading look at her father.

      Lord Hartmore nodded to her, urging her to continue the conversation.

      “Where do you hail from, Mr. Sharpe?” Miss Mortensen inquired, forcing another strained smile onto her face.

      “Manchester,” Thorne replied, pride ringing in his voice. He knew that the ton despised him for his origin and upbringing; yet he himself felt nothing but pride for all he had accomplished. It only fueled his desire to continue on and change the world not only for himself but also for others. People Lord Hartmore and his peers would barely even glance at if they were to cross paths. “It is a most inspiring city, changing rapidly, new businesses stamped out of the ground every day. It holds the promise of the future, lives changed and living conditions improved by machines to aid us in our daily struggles.” Thorne inhaled a deep breath, urging himself to slow down. Always when he spoke of his plans, of his vision for the future, did he find himself carried away as though he was not the one holding the reins.

      Again, Miss Mortensen smiled at him, and again, it looked strained. “Do you plan to…to return to Manchester?”

      “Of course,” Thorne replied without a thought. “Most of my business is there. I’ve already opened one cotton mill, and I plan to open another sometime in the next year.”

      Another shuddering breath left Miss Mortensen’s lips, and her cheeks seemed to pale even more.

      Thorne frowned as Lord Hartmore stepped forward, that indulgent smile back on the man’s face. “Let’s leave the details to be sorted out later,” he said with a marked look at his daughter. “This evening is to be entertaining. Business has no place at a societal ball.” Lord Hartmore spoke the word as though it was something dark, disgusting and repugnant.

      Thorne wanted to strangle the man more than anything, but he held himself in check. He was not one to be led astray by his emotions. He knew what needed to be done, and he would see it through. “Of course.” He offered Miss Mortensen his most charming smile; unfortunately, the young lady seemed utterly immune. “May I ask you for the next dance?”

      For a moment, Thorne feared Miss Mortensen might faint on the spot. Then, however, she straightened her shoulders and met his gaze. “Certainly.” Although she held herself rigid, Thorne could feel her muscles trembling as she accepted his arm. He led her onto the dance floor, asking simple questions, trying his best to set her at ease. Unfortunately, Miss Mortensen’s mind seemed made up. She replied politely, but more often than not, offered him only monosyllabic answers.

      Before long, Thorne’s attention shifted from the woman sharing this dance with him to those standing on the fringes, watching them, their faces contorted in disapproval and distaste. Anger stirred within Thorne until his gaze fell upon the golden-haired beauty he had seen earlier.

      Indeed, her face, too, was scrunched up in a way that clearly signaled disapproval. Yet her blue eyes shone with a fierceness that spoke of anger. Something protective rested in her gaze, and Thorne realized that she was upset with him for dancing with her friend. Did she know that Lord Hartmore intended to marry his daughter to him? Was that why she was glaring at him, her eyes all but shooting daggers in his direction?

      Thorne could not deny that he enjoyed looking at her. She was indeed beautiful, but it was the wild look in her gaze, that unimpressed way she regarded him, that made him want to know her, know who she was. Yes, she was a woman worth knowing. Thorne was certain of it for she would not cower or drop her gaze. No, she faced him with open eyes and a lifted chin. Thorne realized he would have liked such a wife. Indeed, if he had the choice, if there was any chance of her accepting him, he would have proposed to her, his golden-haired fury, this very moment.

      But it was not to be. He needed to remember why he was here. He needed to do what was right. He needed to protect his people, all those who had no one who spoke for them.

      No one but him.

      And he would not fail.
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      “What happened?” Christina asked as she thrust Sarah’s hat and gloves into a footman’s face. “You look pale. Is something wrong?” Her hands reached for Sarah’s, her heart beating faster as she took note of the strain lingering upon her friend’s face.

      Sarah heaved a deep sigh, and her eyes closed briefly as though she needed a moment to comport herself. “I don’t even know where to begin.” The words tumbled from her lips on a rushed breath, and for a moment, Christina worried that her friend might collapse in her arms.

      Sarah had never been bold and daring, every step she took measured by her parents’ demands and expectations. Yet Christina had never seen her so…frail and resigned as she had seemed lately. Something was most definitely wrong.

      Grasping Sarah’s hands, Christina pulled her friend into the drawing room and closed the door. Her eyes darted to her grandmother, seated in a cushioned armchair near the fireplace. Her eyes were closed in slumber, and her chin rested upon her chest, a mild snore filling the room.

      “Tell me what happened,” Christina urged her friend, pushing her down onto the settee and then sitting down next to her, their hands still entwined.

      Sarah heaved another deep sigh. “It seems I am to be married,” she told Christina with an almost anguished look in her eyes before her gaze fell and she bowed her head in defeat.

      Christina felt anger bubbling up in her veins. “Who? Who did your mother choose this time?”

      Not long ago, Sarah and her family had lived in the townhouse next door. For many years, the families had been close, Sarah coming and going as one of them, through a gap in the hedge between the two properties, an easy gateway. Blissful years had been spent like that, but had come to an end when Sarah’s father, Lord Hartmore, had been forced to reveal his severe gambling debts. The family had had no choice but to sell their townhouse and move to a more affordable neighborhood.

      Ever since, Sarah’s mother had been most devoted to finding her daughter a wealthy husband in order to pay back her husband’s debts. Even Sarah’s dowry had been used for this purpose, leaving her with nothing, no prospects on the marriage mart. All she now had to recommend her were her father’s position as well as her beautiful face and kind character. Unfortunately, it seemed those were not enough to tempt an honorable gentleman.

      As far as Christina knew, Sarah had not yet received any offers of marriage. In turn, it had made her mother desperate, going to great and somewhat questionable lengths in order to see her daughter married.

      Earlier this year, Lady Hartmore had arranged for her daughter to be compromised by Lord Barrington in order to force them into marriage. However, by that time, Lord Barrington had already been in love with Christina’s elder sister Louisa, a fact which had rendered Lady Hartmore’s attempt unsuccessful.

      Sarah’s hands tightened upon Christina’s. “His name is Mr. Thorne Sharpe,” her friend replied on a trembling breath. “He is from the North. As far as I know, he owns a cotton mill in Manchester and intends to open more. He says, it is a thriving town that—”

      Christina stared at her friend. “A cotton mill? He is in trade?” It was unthinkable! “Was he the man your father introduced you to the other night?” Christina remembered him well. He had struck her as…misplaced, for lack of a better word. With one glance, she had seen that he did not belong, that he was not one of them.

      Not a gentleman.

      Sarah nodded, tears glistening in her eyes. “He intends to return to Manchester.”

      Her friend’s words cut deep. “Manchester?” In Christina’s mind, it was a place of factories, smoke-filled skies and dirt roads. “But he cannot!” The thought of losing Sarah was unbearable. They had known each other since before she could remember. Always had Sarah been there.

      Always.

      Straightening her shoulders, Sarah lifted her chin. “I admit he seemed fairly…decent and—”

      “It does not matter!” Christina exclaimed, feeling her heart beat painfully in her chest. “You cannot leave. Your parents cannot make you marry him. Who knows what kind of man he is! He could be—” Words failed her, and for the first time in a long time, Christina realized that her knowledge of the world was severely limited. It had never bothered her before, but it did now.

      Sarah’s eyes hardened. “I do not have much of a choice,” she told Christina gently as though her friend were the one in need of comfort. “Debtors keep knocking on our door, and—”

      “That is not your fault! Your father should—”

      Sarah’s hands tightened upon Christina’s, cutting off her words. “My family needs this. I need this.” Her chest rose and fell with a deep breath. “You know that I have no other choice. No gentleman wants to marry me, considering our reduced circumstances. It is the way of the world, is it not? Perhaps I ought to consider myself fortunate that Mr. Sharpe has come to town and is willing to marry me despite my father’s debts, despite the fact that he cannot give me a dowry.”

      “Do not think like that, Sarah. You have so much to offer. You’re kind and devoted. You’re beautiful. You are—”

      Sarah smiled at her sweetly. “You know as well as I do that that does not matter. Marriages are arranged for mutual benefit. It has always been thus.” Her smile deepened and took on a wistful note. “Not everyone can be as your parents are. Not everyone can marry for love.” Again, her shoulders rose and fell with a deep breath. “I shall be fine. Mr. Sharpe appears to be a kind man, no matter his birth or standing. There is no reason why I should not be happy with him.” Still, Sarah’s voice faltered on the last words, and Christina knew that her friend harbored doubts she was not willing to admit to.

      “You cannot know that,” Christina replied, torn between cautioning her friend with regard to preventing such a marriage and giving her comfort and strength in order to see it through. Yes, Christina knew that not everyone was like her parents. Indeed, she and her sisters were fortunate that their parents insisted they marry for love. It was a Whickerton tradition despite the fact that they were only the second generation to uphold it.

      “You’re right,” Sarah admitted. “But what I do know is that my family needs this. We shall be ruined if I don’t make an advantageous match, and whatever Mr. Sharpe may be, his fortunes will save us. It is as simple as that.” Tears burned in her eyes, and Christina could see that Sarah was holding on by a thread. Before Christina could say another word, Sarah pushed to her feet, dabbing a handkerchief to her eyes. “I better leave. My mother is expecting me home. She says there is much to be done before…” A tight smile came to her face as she stepped toward the door. “Thank you for listening. You are the dearest friend I’ve ever had.” And with that, Sarah turned on her heel and left.

      “What will you do?” came Grandma Edie’s voice from behind her.

      Christina sighed, turning to look upon her grandmother. “I knew you weren’t sleeping. Why did you pretend to?”

      Grinning in that mischievous way of hers, completely unbefitting her age, Grandma Edie said, “Would you not say it proved to be a good idea? Would you and Sarah have spoken as freely as you did had you known I was listening?”

      Christina chuckled, then sat down in the armchair opposite her grandmother. “Any pearls of wisdom?”

      Grandma Edie leaned forward and gently patted Christina’s hand. “I cannot tell you what to do or what not to do, my dear. However, generally I find that listening to one’s instincts is never wrong.”

      Looking at her grandmother, Christina nodded. “I feel I should stop this from happening.” She held her grandmother’s gaze, waiting for her to say something. When she did not, Christina continued, “As angry as I am with Sarah’s mother, I understand why Lady Hartmore is pushing for this marriage. Yes, they are in debt, severely, and without this marriage…” She shook her head. “Still, there must be some other way. She cannot marry this man.”

      Grandma Edie’s brows drew down into a frown as she regarded Christina carefully. “Why do you object to the man? Judging from the way you speak, I suppose you have other reasons aside from his upbringing in the far north as well as his occupation?”

      Christina nodded, remembering the evening a few days ago. “I’ve seen him here and there at a ball,” she replied, drawing upon her memories, trying to see his face the way he had looked across the ballroom at her and Sarah. “I’ve never taken much notice of him as I’ve merely seen him pass by. However, a few days ago, I was there when Lord Hartmore introduced Sarah to him. I watched and I…” Somehow, Christina knew that Sarah ought not marry Mr. Sharpe; however, it seemed she did not possess the words to explain why exactly she felt so strongly about it.

      “What impression did you get of him?” Grandma Edie asked as she tapped her fingers upon the armrest of her chair. “Did you speak to him yourself?”

      Sighing, Christina shook her head. “I did not. However, I…” She could not quite say what it was, but something lurked in her memory, far back, whispers she had heard, but had not been meant to. “Men of trade,” she began, looking at her grandmother, “are they different from gentlemen?”

      Her grandmother’s eyes narrowed in a way that whispered of intrigue. “Different? Well, I suppose it’s safe to say that each man is different from any other. The same holds true for women, would you not agree?”

      Christina nodded, feeling her grandmother’s eyes upon her, aware of the way she was watching, waiting for Christina to explain herself more fully. “I’ve heard it whispered,” Christina began, uncertain what precisely it was she wanted to say, “by gossips, of course, that common men make different husbands. I’ve heard matrons speak quietly about it to one another, about the way they treat their wives, that they are not considerate and aware of a lady’s sensibilities.”

      Grandma Edie chuckled. “My dear sweet child, Mr. Sharpe may not possess the same manners as the gently bred men of your acquaintance; however, that does not mean he’s not capable of kindness and respect.” She cocked her head to the side, a quizzical expression coming to her eyes. “Is that what you believe? That somehow some people are simply better than others? Born better?”

      Frowning, Christina shook her head. “Of course not, Grandmother. However, the way we grow up shapes who we are, does it not? If Mr. Sharpe grew up among thugs and thieves, what does that make him? Is he truly capable of treating Sarah with the kind of respect she deserves? What would a marriage to him be like for her?” Christina shook her head, unwilling to picture such a possibility. “She’s too…gentle and kind and…a man like that would crush her spirit. I am certain of it.”

      “And you?” her grandmother inquired, a daring gleam coming to her eyes. “Would you consider yourself up for the task? Would you expect to see your own spirits crushed as well?”

      Christina snorted, knowing it was not ladylike, but also knowing that her grandmother would not mind. “Of course not!” Although she could not be certain for she did not know what it would mean to be married to such a man.

      Throughout her life, every once in a while, Christina had observed moments between a husband and his wife—at a ball or a picnic—that had made her wonder. She had seen a man grasp his wife’s arm and tug her toward him, angry words falling from his lips. The wife’s eyes had been open wide, her skin pale, and she had stood before him, bowing her head, accepting defeat. Christina knew that some husbands dominated their wives, that some even raised their hands to them. She had never seen it, but she had heard the whispers, and she could not help but wonder if Mr. Sharpe was such a man.

      “I know that look,” Grandma Edie remarked with a grin. “Tell me.”

      Smiling sweetly at her grandmother, Christina rose to her feet. “I have not the slightest inkling what you are speaking about.”

      Her grandmother laughed. “I may be old, but I’ve known you since the day you were born. You cannot fool me, nor do you seem to wish to.” Her eyes twinkled. “Good luck.”

      Christina smiled at her and then slipped out the door, knowing that she could not simply stand back and see her friend sacrificed to her parents’ ambitions. No, she needed to do something. She needed to—

      Somewhere in the back of her mind, Christina remembered the pleading sound in her aunt’s voice as she had begged her older sister for her assistance. Aunt Francine had found herself trapped in a marriage she had been unable to bear a moment longer. However, Aunt Francine had always possessed a daring spirit, not unlike Christina’s.

      Christina smiled, remembering her aunt. Years had passed since she had last seen her, and now that England and France were at war yet again, many more would pass before they would ever lay eyes on one another again. Still, what mattered was that Aunt Francine had found happiness after all. Not in the way demanded or expected of her. But in her very own way.

      Always had Christina known herself to be different from her aunt, that she would not choose her passion over her family as Aunt Francine had. No, all those years ago, Christina had decided that her stories were to remain a secret, a secret she would only ever share with those closest to her—her sisters. However, beyond that small circle, no one would ever know that a writer’s heart beat in Christina’s chest, that she sometimes spent the evenings writing page after page, her imagination running wild.

      And yet, over the years, Christina had often found herself wondering what would have happened to Aunt Francine if she had not taken the risk she had that night. Indeed, her aunt had been daring and she had found happiness because of it. And now, here, in this moment, Christina knew that she needed to be daring as well. This was not about her, but it was about someone dear to her. Sarah was like another sister, and Christina would not see her married to a man who did not appreciate the treasure she was.

      “No matter what,” Christina mumbled under her breath, “I will find a way to prevent this marriage from happening. No matter what.”

      For Sarah’s sake.
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      Thorne was tired of discussing the terms of his marrying Miss Mortensen with Lord Hartmore. The man seemed utterly heartless and greedy at the same time. All the stipulations were only with regards to Thorne’s fortune and the gains he desired in exchange for his daughter’s hand in marriage. Not one word concerning her welfare and happiness passed his lips, and Thorne began to feel like a villain because he was beginning to see that his agreement to Lord Hartmore’s terms would force Miss Mortensen’s hand.

      She did not wish to wed him. That much was crystal clear. No matter what he said to her or how kindly he spoke to her, she always seemed ill at ease, barely meeting his eyes and fleeing his presence the first opportunity she got.

      Lord Hartmore did not seem concerned. In fact, he did not even seem to notice. Even when Thorne addressed the issue plainly, Lord Hartmore merely waved it away. “There is no reason to worry. Young women are always a bit apprehensive when it comes to marriage. It shall pass,” the older man replied, not even casting a glance at his daughter, who once more stood across the room with her golden-haired friend.

      The fury!

      Thorne smiled. While Miss Mortensen was eyeing him with no small measure of apprehension and anxiety, the fury beside her seemed to burn with anger. Thorne could see her all but bouncing in her slippers, a muscle contracting as though she wished to charge across the room and slap him hard across the face. What he had done to deserve such hatred, Thorne did not know; however, he had to admit he found it most intriguing.

      He could not help but wish to speak to her for he fully expected the exchange to be life-altering. He did not know why, but he was certain of it. Perhaps it was those expressive eyes of hers, revealing how she felt quite openly while at the same time concealing something he could not quite grasp.

      Indeed, the most intriguing woman!
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        * * *

      

      Glaring at the man across the dance floor, Christina felt her hackles rise when he flashed her a teasing smile. The nerve of that man! Was he completely unaware that his mere presence caused her friend deepest unease? In fact, Sarah looked ready to faint, her face pale with a tinge of green as though she were moments away from casting up the contents of her stomach. It all the more proved to Christina that Sarah would not survive such a marriage. Something had to be done.

      But what?

      “What did he say to you earlier?” she asked her friend, placing a gentle hand upon Sarah’s arm.

      Sarah blinked, her breath coming quickly. “Pardon me?”

      Christina smiled at her reassuringly. “When you spoke to him before, what did he say?” Indeed, she had watched Lord Hartmore and his daughter approach Mr. Sharpe with great care, tension lingering in her shoulders as she had been well aware of her friend’s reluctance.

      Shaking her head, Sarah blinked, refocusing her thoughts. “I…He…I believe he asked about my favorite pastime.” She frowned, then shook her head again. “To be honest, I don’t quite remember exactly what he said. Whenever I see him, all I can think about is leaving London, leaving my family, leaving you.” Her hand reached for Christina’s and held hers tightly within her own as tears began to mist her eyes. “I never thought I would one day find myself marrying a man outside of the social circle I’ve always known. Manchester will be a completely new world, no doubt terrifying and overwhelming.” She swallowed hard. “I’m not certain I can do this.”

      “Then don’t,” Christina urged. “There must be another way. Perhaps…” She gritted her teeth, trying to think of something, anything.

      A defeated look came to Sarah’s eyes. “There is not. The only solution is for me to marry a man of wealth and no one else has offered.”

      Christina’s head snapped up, hope tingling through her limbs. “But if we could find someone, not anyone, but a gentleman who would—”

      Sarah shook her head. “My father’s situation is well known, and this is my third season.” A sad smile came to her face. “I have not received a single proposal in all this time.”

      “Neither have I,” Christina pointed out, determined not to allow Sarah to give up so easily. There had to be a way! There simply had to be!

      Sarah chuckled. “It is not the same. Everyone knows that the Whickertons marry for love and nothing less. No man simply seeking a connection would propose, knowing it would be a waste of time if he did not also possess the heart of the one he was offering for.” She shook her head. “No, Chris, it is not the same.”

      Christina huffed out an annoyed breath, unable to argue with her friend. Yes, the Whickertons married for love. Everyone knew that. It was like a law of nature. Something written in stone.

      “Then perhaps…” Christina thought out loud, uncertain what she wanted to say, but knowing that there had to be a solution. There simply had to be!

      Gritting her teeth, she turned to look across the room at Mr. Sharpe. Yes, he was not unpleasant to look at. Those teasing eyes of his might even seem appealing to some women. And that smile…

      Christina whirled around and grasped her friend’s hands. “I know what to do!”

      Sarah tensed, her eyes widening ever so slightly, hope as well as the fear to give into it mingling there.

      “It’s simple,” Christina explained, eagerness bubbling in her veins. Never had she been able to bear being idle. It gave her a feeling of helplessness, powerlessness. “We’ll see him married to another. That’s the solution. If he marries another, he cannot marry you.”

      The spark of hope vanished from Sarah’s gaze. “You know as well as I do, that only someone desperate would accept him. Someone like me.” She looked around the ballroom, then shrugged her shoulders. “Everyone is hoping for a great match, and he is simply not that. The only reason for anyone to accept him aside from his fortune would be to save face.”

      Christina’s eyes widened as a new thought formed in her head. “We could see him compromised with another.”

      Sarah cast her an indulgent look. “Would you truly do this to another? A young woman like us? Would you trap her into a marriage to a man you’re so determined to keep from my side?”

      Christina could have groaned as her newly formed plan slipped from her fingers, and she closed her eyes. “No, of course not.” Again, that feeling of helplessness washed over, and Christina felt like retreating from the harshness of the world and curling up into a ball, ignoring all that was and might be. Yet if she did so, she would find herself forever running. No, she was not that kind of person. No matter what, she would face what was coming head-on.

      Casting a smile at Sarah, Christina reached out to squeeze her hand. “If you’ll excuse me for a moment. There is someone I need to speak to.” And with that, she spun on her heels and began to march across the ballroom.

      Toward Mr. Sharpe.

      “Chris, please don’t do this!” Sarah hissed under her breath, a frantic tone in her voice as she tried to dissuade her friend. “My parents will be furious.”

      Christina could not have cared less. She could not simply stand by. She had to do something.

      Anything.

      Perhaps Mr. Sharpe would turn out to be a reasonable man after all.

      Miracles did happen upon occasion, did they not?
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      The golden-haired fury was heading toward him!

      Surprised, Thorne noticed his heart skipping a beat, an altogether unexpected reaction. Few things surprised him these days or affected him in a way that would be considered noteworthy. Nevertheless, something about her was different.

      While speaking to Lord Hartmore, Thorne had continued to glance in her direction out of the corner of his eye, unable to ignore that almost magnetic pull he felt deep down. There was something about her. Something he had never encountered before. Even from across the room, he knew that something alluring rested in her gaze. He could all but sense her fierce glare, no doubt put there by a sense of loyalty to her friend. If she despised him—and it seemed quite reasonable that she did—then it something had to do with Miss Mortensen.

      A part of him realized, that now, there was another reason why he no longer thought it a good idea to marry Miss Mortensen. Still…

      “Good evening, Lord Hartmore,” the golden-haired fury greeted Miss Mortensen’s father with a kind smile. “It is a most enjoyable evening, is it not?” Although she kept her gaze fixed upon Lord Hartmore, Thorne thought he saw impatience in the way she stood before them as though she wished to do away with this polite chitchat and address Thorne in a more open and honest way.

      Thorne almost chuckled, realizing that without anyone to overhear, this woman was not one to hold her tongue! He had to admit he rather liked that about her.

      “Indeed, it is,” Lord Hartmore replied, a hint of annoyance coming to his face at being interrupted in his business negotiations.

      Thorne could not help but want to slap him!

      A sweet smile came to the golden-haired fury’s face, one that told him she was being the opposite of genuine. “I’m afraid I require your assistance, my lord. You see, Sarah doesn’t seem quite well. A turn about the terrace would do her a world of good. Would you be so kind?”

      Thorne listened curiously, wondering if Lord Hartmore would ask why she could not simply take Miss Mortensen for a stroll through the gardens herself. However, the old man did not, although he did look a bit perplexed. Perhaps, once again, it was some kind of societal etiquette Thorne knew little about.

      “Certainly. Thank you for alerting me,” Lord Hartmore said although he looked far from pleased. “Lady Christina. Mr. Sharpe.” And with a nod of the head, he strode across the room toward his daughter.

      “Lady Christina, is it?” Thorne addressed her the moment Lord Hartmore was no longer within earshot. Why he felt comfortable speaking to her as though they were confidants, he did not know. However, it felt perfectly natural.

      Lady Christina turned to face him, her gaze narrowed and the smile upon her face all but absent. “Mr. Sharpe, I presume.”

      Thorne laughed. “You presume right. However, I do believe you’ve known my name for far longer than you care to admit. The more interesting question is, why?”

      Her gaze narrowed even further as she regarded him, the right corner of her mouth curling upward in a sign of displeasure. “You are most direct, Sir.” From her lips, it sounded like an insult, and it bothered Thorne more than he liked to admit.

      “As are you,” he countered, enjoying the dark blue sparks that came to her eyes, proof that at least on some level he affected her as well. “Is it not true that you came here to speak to me?”

      Lady Christina chuckled. “How presumptuous of you!” Her brows rose in a daring gesture. “I came here to alert Lord Hartmore to his daughter’s…unease. Nothing more.”

      Thorne chuckled. “Is that so? Indeed, here I thought you had only used it as a distraction to rid us of his company.” He cocked a brow at her. “Or am I wrong?”

      Her lips thinned. “Us?” she demanded, a highly disapproving tone in her voice. “You speak as though we share confidences when in truth, I only learned your name a moment ago.” Something sparkled in her eyes that momentarily made Thorne’s breath falter in his chest.

      They both knew that she was lying. She had learned his name long before today. He could see it in her eyes. Yet she denied it. Why? Was she teasing him? But why would she when the very sight of him seemed to make her blood boil?

      “Then, pray tell, why are you here?” he demanded with equal boldness, taking a daring step closer to her. “Why did you seek me out? Is my company so desirable?”

      Instead of acting offended, Lady Christina smiled, a brief spark of appreciation flashing in her eyes before she crossed her arms in a defiant gesture. “I must inform you that it is highly untoward of you to speak to a lady in such a way,” she told him with no small measure of condescension. “I assume you are ignorant of society’s ways?”

      Thorne grinned at her. “I might be ignorant in some ways,” he said quietly, lowering his head as though he were whispering secrets, “but not in others. Despite my…rustic upbringing, I am quite capable of reading between the lines.” He lifted his brows and held her gaze. “You are stalling. Why did you come here? What is it that you seek? That you hope to uncover?”

      A touch of annoyance came to her blue eyes. “Your behavior is most unusual. Has no one ever instructed you on how to speak to a lady? To pretend in order not to offend?”

      Despite her chiding words, Thorne got the impression that she was not terribly disappointed with his reply. “Yet you seem to linger in my presence longer than need be, Lady Christina. Why is that? After all, you could simply tell me why you sought me out and then leave.” Again, he cocked an eyebrow at her in challenge.

      Her lips thinned, and for a moment, she looked severely tempted to scratch his eyes out. Her nostrils flared, and she glared at him in a way that Thorne found most endearing. “I came here to make out your character,” she finally replied, her gaze sweeping over him as though it would only take one look for her to see to the very core of him and know the person he was.

      “And what have you found?” Thorne asked lightly, belatedly realizing that despite the fact that they had only just met her opinion mattered to him. He swallowed hard and waited for her reply.

      Again, Lady Christina seemed to survey him, her blue eyes trailing over his features as though wishing to commit them to memory. Thorne could all but feel her gaze like a caress upon his skin, and a shiver danced down his spine. “Well?”

      “You are a most unusual man,” Lady Christina remarked, her nose crinkling slightly as her eyes continued to peruse him.

      Thorne laughed. “Is that supposed to be a compliment or an insult?”

      Her eyes snapped up to meet his, and she glared at him as though chiding him for daring to ask such an inappropriate question. “Why are you here? In London?”

      Thorne paused, hesitant to discuss his business dealings, reluctant to stray away from this comfortable banter between them. Though, what else was he to say but the truth? “Among other things, I came in search of a bride.” He waited, looking deep into her eyes, seeing another spark of resistance flash to life.

      Her jaw tensed, and she inhaled a slow breath. “And your choice has fallen on my friend?”

      Thorne shrugged, pretending to be free of concern in this matter, knowing that it would unsettle her. “The union between us would be most beneficial to both parties, would it not? Is it not precisely how the ton conducts their business?”

      Her nostrils flared. “Sarah is not a sheep to be bartered off to the highest bidder,” she hissed under her breath, casting a careful glance around them, ensuring that no one stood too close to overhear. “She’s sweet and kind, and she deserves someone better than the likes of you.”

      Thorne gritted his teeth. “The likes of me?” Anger flared in his veins as all the moments of easy dismissal resurfaced, moments when eyes had swept over him but had not seen him, moments when pain had been ignored and suffering had been disregarded. It had not always been his own suffering, but also that of others.

      Yet in this moment, it did not matter.

      “Common men,” Lady Christina explained as though he did not know. “Men who do not know how to treat a lady. Men who –”

      “What precisely have I done,” Thorne demanded, anger now etched into his voice as he leaned closer, “that offended you? Or your friend? In what way have I treated her ill?” Challenge lit up his gaze, and he could see that she was regarding him with new eyes.

      “You discussed marriage with her father without even once addressing her,” Lady Christina huffed, now eyeing him with as much disdain as he himself felt in that moment. “You do not even possess the decency to—”

      “Is that not how marriage is conducted in your circles?” Thorne demanded, aware that his pulse was quickening with each incremental step he took toward her. “How precisely have I given offense? From what I understand, I have conducted myself in a most appropriate manner.” He grinned at her. “Why then do you object? Why are you so determined to see me as a villain?”

      Her teeth gritted together, and a barely audible growl fell from her lips. “You are rude and ill-mannered and—”

      “Are you not also?” Thorne teased. “Or would you consider it good manners to judge me in such a way for behaving in the very same fashion as any other man here?”

      Her arms unfolded, and he could see her hands balling into fists that she clenched at her sides. Although her eyes still shot daggers at him, no words left her lips.

      “Why did you come here?” Thorne inquired, inching close enough to feel a faint brush of her breath against his skin.  “You said to make out my character, but that is not all, is it? What is it that you want…from me?” The last two words made his question feel strangely intimate, and he could see the slight widening of her eyes, clearly stating that she had not failed to notice.

      Lady Christina inhaled a slow breath. She clearly wished to lash out at him, but held herself back, knowing that if she did so, whatever she wanted from him would be outside of her reach. “I want you to retract your marriage proposal.” The words fell from her lips in one rushed breath.

      “Truth be told, I have not yet proposed. I’ve merely entered into negotiations with—”

      “Then step away from them,” Lady Christina urged, her fists now trembling with barely concealed eagerness. “Leave London and return to where you came from. You do not belong here, and Sarah does not belong in Manchester.”

      Thorne regarded her carefully. “But what then? What if I do as you ask? We both know why Lord Hartmore is more than willing to give me his daughter’s hand in marriage.” His gaze narrowed as it swept over her features. “You are no fool. You know as well as I do that Lord Hartmore has no choice but to barter off his daughter’s hand in marriage. The real question is, why do you object to me so strongly?”

      “Sarah does not wish to marry you,” she replied in her haste when it became clear to her that he would not simply comply with her request.

      “Is there a gentleman she wishes to marry? A gentleman who also wishes to marry her?” Thorne demanded, enjoying the way she all but fidgeted where she stood. “If that is not the case, then this conversation is moot. Lord Hartmore requires funds, whereas I require a bride of noble birth. This union is of mutual benefit. Again, I ask you, is this not how marriage matters are conducted among your people?”

      Lady Christina did not miss the mocking tone in his voice, and the look she gave him could have frozen the seas. “You are a most horrible man,” she exclaimed, returning to insults when all arguments failed her. “I only wish…”

      Thorne grinned at her. “You only wish what? That you could take her place?” Where the question had come from, he did not know, but it seemed to make the air around them sizzle with heat and temptation. His pulse quickened, and he saw her eyes widening as she drew in an unsteady breath.

      Yes, he would accept her as his bride in a heartbeat.

      No questions asked.

      But how far was Lady Christina willing to go in order to save her friend? Now that was an extremely interesting question, and Thorne could not help but wish that he knew the answer. He was not fool enough to believe that Fate would grant him such a woman. That somehow he would be meeting not Miss Mortensen, but Lady Christina at the altar.

      Still, in that moment, Thorne dared to dream.
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