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        But the LORD said unto Samuel, Look not on his countenance, or on the height of his stature; because I have refused him: for the LORD seeth not as man seeth; for man looketh on the outward appearance, but the LORD looketh on the heart.

        1 SAMUEL 16:7

      

      

      

      
        
        
        But God commendeth his love toward us, in that, while we were yet sinners, Christ died for us.

        ROMANS 5:8

      

      

      

      
        
        
        Behold, what manner of love the Father hath bestowed upon us, that we should be called the sons of God: therefore the world knoweth us not, because it knew him not.

        1 JOHN 3:1
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        Spring, 1807

        London

      

      

      If only she were allowed to open her mouth.

      Lissa reflected that in all fairness, she was not prohibited from opening her mouth. She was allowed to drink champagne and eat the delicacies offered by the host of the ball. She was allowed to discuss the weather, she was sure. And her mother likely wouldn’t be disappointed if she discussed fashion with a young lady or gentleman. She might even be allowed to say something ignorant about Napoleon, as long as she accompanied her words with a smile and a giggle.

      But she had been ordered—under threat of being sent back home even in the midst of the Season—to keep her tongue under control while in London. Lissa didn’t think her tongue was particularly out of control. She had perfect control of her words. She had completely meant what she said when she compared Lady Adderly’s hat to a molting chicken.

      And to be perfectly honest, she had been extremely polite when she asked Mr. Peterson to take more lessons from his dancing instructor. There was nothing rude about a gentle suggestion such as that, surely?

      Because she could have instead told him that he stomped on her foot like a bad-tempered donkey trying to maim its owner. She had exercised an iron grip on her tongue in that instance, and yet her mother had scolded her.

      Mr. Collingworth came up to her, accompanied by Lady Cliffton, the hostess of the ball. As always, Lady Cliffton’s jewelry—while in good taste—was as flamboyant as the matron. “Miss Gardinier, allow me to introduce Mr. Collingworth.”

      Lissa curtseyed, keeping a polite smile on her face, while Mr. Collingworth bowed. In truth, they had been introduced last year, in her first Season, but from the vacant look upon Mr. Collingworth’s face, he had likely forgotten about it.

      “Would you do me the honor of a dance, Miss Gardinier?” Mr. Collingworth asked, and Lissa assented.

      He had danced with her the last time they met, as well. A perverse side of her wondered if he would speak of the same things as before.

      She was not so obedient to her mother that she would subject herself to the torture of conversation topics such as the weather and the food at the ball, which she’d already discussed at length with her other dancing partners. So she asked a more unusual question. “Mr. Collingworth, shall you miss activities at your country estate while you are in town?”

      His slack-jawed face abruptly became animated. “Yes indeed, Miss Gardinier. I breed hunting dogs, you see, and I’ve had particular luck this year with several pups …”

      It was not that Lissa was interested in the pedigrees of his hunting dogs, who all seemed to have the most ridiculous names. It was that Mr. Collingworth became more interesting as he waxed eloquent about something that interested him, as opposed to the safe topics to which Lissa’s mother had restricted her daughter.

      Her dance with Mr. Collingworth last Season may have been the start of it all. At the beginning of the Season, she’d been overwhelmed by the number of people at each party compared to the small gatherings in her home village, and by the way they all seemed to know each other and converse so easily with each other. She had attempted to join in their conversations, but while every one of her peers knew about the latest fashion plates from France, no one was particularly interested in the latest discussion in the House of Lords, or at the very least, they didn’t admit to doing so. And they visibly shied away from speaking about the war, as though it were a dirty topic that only the uncouth brought up in polite conversation.

      She had ended up not saying much at all, which she belatedly realized made her uninteresting and boring compared to other young women. It hadn’t helped that Lissa’s face was rather plain, and her only beauty, her blonde hair, had been ruthlessly styled in a ridiculous—but a la mode—fashion that made her look like an egg had exploded.

      But last year during that first dance with Mr. Collingworth, upon seeing him excitedly discuss his dog breeding, she had been encouraged to also speak without restraint. So she had voiced her exact thoughts rather than hiding behind a vapid facade. “Why in the world would you name a dog Lickspittle Furrybottom?”

      At Mr. Collingworth’s startled look, Lissa realized that she’d said that out loud now, in this dance with him.

      “… Not that it’s not a lovely name,” she added lamely.

      Mr. Collingworth didn’t believe her, and his conversation faltered. She regretted that, for she hadn’t intended to be rude to him.

      “Er … did I speak of Lickspittle Furrybottom?” he asked.

      Lissa did a mental shriek at her mistake. “We spoke briefly about her last year. You were worried about her compatibility with Snout Droolalot.” To alleviate his embarrassment at not remembering her, she said, "I was relieved to hear that Lickspittle Furrybottom and Snout Droolalot had such a healthy litter. What are your plans for their puppies?” Talking about puppies was acceptable dance conversation, wasn’t it?

      It pleased Mr. Collingworth to continue discussing puppies for the remainder of the dance.

      He delivered her to the same spot where she had been standing, but he seemed a bit anxious to be rid of her. Lissa sighed. She had not intended to do so, but perhaps she had intimidated him after all. Hopefully her mother wouldn’t notice⁠—

      “Lissa!” Mrs. Gardinier hissed as she appeared at Lissa’s side as if out of thin air. "What did you say to Mr. Collingworth to make him look as though he’d been flayed alive?”

      “We only spoke of his hunting dogs,” Lissa said.

      “I didn’t ask what he spoke of. I asked what you said.”

      Her mother knew her too well. “I might have let slip that we met last year.”

      Mrs. Gardinier gave a heavy sigh that emptied her entire lungs of air. “And he did not remember you?” she guessed. “Lissa, really! Can you not be polite for one second?”

      “I was extremely polite.” She doubted any other young woman in the room would have even bothered to ask about Lickspittle Furrybottom and Snout Droolalot’s emotional conditions.

      “Not polite enough to watch what you say,” her mother snapped. “You may have thought I was merely bluffing, but I will send you straight back to the country if you offend anyone else this Season.”

      “I never intend to offend anyone,” Lissa said. She simply said what was on her mind. Granted, she had intentionally insulted Miss Church-Pratton for her snide remark about Lissa’s uncle’s profession as a physician (as if saving lives was something the family ought to be ashamed about), but she had not intentionally set out to embarrass Mr. Collingworth (even if hunting dog pedigrees was not one of her favorite subjects).

      “You are embarrassing me,” Mrs. Gardinier said.

      Mrs. Gardinier was not embarrassed simply by Lissa’s lack of suitors. She was embarrassed because in her youth, she had easily formed an attachment with one of the most eligible bachelors in town. (Lissa had difficulty believing that the man who padded around his study in his stocking feet was one of the most eligible bachelors in his heyday, but perhaps there was no accounting for taste.)

      “And it reflects poorly upon your sister,” Mrs. Gardinier added.

      “I am hardly hindering Miriam’s success,” Lissa said. Her younger sister, pretty and charming, had quickly become one of the belles of the Season. Even Lissa’s status as a “disappointment” for not forming a match in her first Season and being forced into a second one hadn’t cast a shadow on Miriam’s popularity.

      “You should learn to be more like Miriam,” her mother said for the hundredth time.

      Lissa tried, she truly tried to be pleasant and lively like her sister. But whenever she grew relaxed around a group of people, she inevitably said something that made everyone stop and stare at her. Such as speculation on Napoleon’s next campaign or the frustrating tendency of Mrs. Radcliffe’s milksop heroines to faint at the least hint of distress.

      And so last Season, with her silence and plain face, the most anyone could say about her was that she was quiet and “unusual.” Even Lissa felt she was heartily boring, especially when compared to the lively beauties, charming beauties, or cold beauties who had descended upon London.

      Ironically, once surrounded by the crowds of London, Lissa had grown more conscious about herself—and her failings. This year, as soon as she had entered town again, the weight of not measuring up to her mother’s—and society’s—expectations settled upon her shoulders like an overstuffed peddler’s pack, causing an ache in her neck and a constant headache at the base of her skull.

      Her mother said she was merely slouching too much.

      “You will not allow this Season to be a repeat of last year,” her mother said. “Otherwise, I shall spend all of the winter re-training you in how to behave as a proper young lady.”

      Lissa shuddered. She did not fear the training, but it would mean her mother’s criticisms would increase tenfold, and she wasn’t certain if she could withstand that.

      “I do not know what I shall do if any of my daughters requires more than two Seasons to make a match,” Mrs. Gardinier muttered.

      Lissa exerted herself to not retort that her younger sister Keriah was likely to disappoint her mother (assuming Lissa managed to somehow snag a husband).

      “I shall be completely inoffensive to everyone,” Lissa said.

      Her mother gave her a baleful look. “As you were with Mr. Collingworth?”

      She had already forgotten how she failed spectacularly with him. “I shall be completely inoffensive to everyone from now on.”

      Mrs. Gardinier snorted. She pulled Lissa with a grip like a vise on her elbow. “Come. Let us speak to Lady Wynwood. Perhaps she may find you an acceptable partner.”

      “Isn’t she occupied with finding Phoebe an acceptable partner?” Keriah’s best friend, Miss Phoebe Sauber, was debuting this year, sponsored by her aunt, Lady Wynwood.

      Keriah had wanted her comeout at the same time, but the Gardiniers had a tradition of allowing their daughters to debut only once they turned nineteen. Lissa herself had turned twenty during last Season, which made her feel ancient next to the dewy seventeen- and eighteen-year-olds around her.

      “Anyone of whom Lady Wynwood approves must be an excellent candidate, and Phoebe can only dance with one man at a time. I’m sure any of the other gentlemen will be happy to dance with you.”

      Lissa dearly wanted Phoebe to have a successful Season, but so far, it had looked like a repeat of Lissa’s. In Phoebe’s case, her great height made some gentlemen avoid her. Her nervousness hindered it, but her conversational skills were superior to Lissa’s—unfortunately, she could not meet enough gentlemen to appreciate them.

      When they neared Lady Wynwood, a young man was just leading Phoebe out to the dance forming. Unfortunately, there was no excess of gentlemen around for Lissa to pick up the dregs. Indeed, Phoebe’s partner looked to be grudgingly doing so, since he was a good four inches shorter than she was.

      Fortunately, Lady Wynwood took pity upon Lissa. After they exchanged greetings, she took Lissa’s hand with a warm smile. “I know just the partner for you, my dear. Won’t you join me?” To Lissa’s mother, she said, “You may safely leave your daughter with me.”

      At that point, Lissa would have said anything to escape her mother.

      Lady Wynwood guided her through the crowd in the ballroom. She chatted with Lissa, sharing some mild gossip, pointing out men to avoid at all costs, naming women who would certainly be scrutinizing her behavior.

      While the Gardiniers were eminently respectable, Lady Wynwood’s acquaintance was wider and perhaps possessed deeper pockets. She was also a fount of information.

      Lady Wynwood was about to steer her toward Mr. Collingworth before Lissa indicated she had just danced with him, so she instead detoured toward another young man, Mr. Gillard, and bullied suggested that he ask Lissa to dance the next set.

      They had not long to wait until it began, but the steps of the dance did not allow them to converse until the next figure, so Lissa had that much more time to think of an innocuous discussion topic. “Mr. Gillard, what have you enjoyed most this Season?”

      “I am most interested in theater,” he said with some fervor. “London has many wonderful playhouses.”

      “Indeed? What have been your favorite plays?”

      “I saw Kemble playing Hamlet at the Drury Lane Theater. Simply marvelous.” His eyes glowed as he recalled the performance. “He was so dignified and had such a magnificent presence on stage.”

      “I saw Hamlet a few weeks ago,” Lissa said. “He was indeed quite wonderful.” She privately felt that Kemble’s performance was a trifle dull, lacking in the strong emotions of other actors, but she kept her opinions to herself. Her mother would be proud.

      Or her mother would simply assert that Lissa should not need to be praised for simple common sense and tact.

      “But I most enjoy comedies,” Mr. Gillard continued. “I recently saw She Stoops to Conquer at Haymarket Theatre.”

      “That sounds delightful.”

      “And the other day, I saw a new production called The Goose in the Bedroom at the Kitten Theater. Quite amusing, I assure you.”

      “How lovely.” Lissa had heard other young ladies whisper scandalously about places such as the Kitten Theater, where the entertainments were of a less cultured and more improper variety. She had to bite her tongue not to ask, Was not the plot as thin as the actresses’ costumes?

      She was certain Mr. Gillard did not bring up the place in order to scandalize her sensibilities, and so she smiled vapidly and nodded at his exuberance over his chance meeting with one of the persons employed at the theater to move scenery, and how they had raved about the performance together.

      “Mr. Dunmark has said he would like to write a play of his own,” Mr. Gillard said. “I look forward to seeing it performed.”

      At last, the dance concluded, and Mr. Gillard deposited her to stand alone in a corner of the ballroom. He made a quick escape so that yet another woman as frightening as Lady Wynwood would not force him to dance.

      Lissa’s vantage point gave her an unobstructed view of the small alcoves that dotted the walls, created by artfully placed potted palms and ferns. She should have been mortified to be alone and without a dance partner, but she found it refreshing to be allowed a few minutes to watch the proceedings without fear of censure from her mother or anyone else.

      There was Lady Barbara, standing in silent adoration of Mr. Harwell, who only had eyes for Lady Annamaria, who was unfortunately recently engaged to Lord Spenceley, and as far as Lissa could tell, both parties cared not a whit for each other.

      A little ways away from the romantic drama stood Lord Stoude, alone as usual. Lissa fancied herself to be the only person to notice him, for he tended to fade into the periphery of every entertainment. Many young women had insisted that he was cold and reserved, utterly disinterested in marriage. Lissa wondered if perhaps it was resentment over the fact that he gave frosty responses to any young woman attempting to flirt with him. But too many had received the same treatment at his hands, so it was not merely a disgruntled young miss spreading stories to assuage her pride.

      But there was something about Lord Stoude’s posture that made Lissa’s eyes linger upon him. While outwardly he appeared to be watching the dancing, a very subtle tilt of his head, the slight leaning of his body, made her immediately wonder if he was trying to overhear someone’s conversation.

      He stood in an alcove, surrounded by leafy potted shrubs, and his vision would have been blocked as to the occupants of the alcoves to either side of him. Lissa, however, could see into the farther alcove, which contained the conversation that appeared to interest him.

      Two gentlemen stood close to each other in a corner of the ballroom similar to where Lissa had hidden herself. One was tall, slender, and fair, and although they had not been introduced, Lissa had heard him referred to as Mr. Galland. The other man was unknown to her, slightly shorter but similarly fair.

      They would have been unaware of anyone on the other side of the potted plants listening in on their conversation, which appeared to be quite serious.

      Lissa took in the men’s shifting eyes as they slowly roved the ballroom, the lips barely opening as they spoke to one another, the hunching of shoulders as if to shield themselves from any others. They were not speaking of sports or politics, but something they wished to remain private.

      Lord Stoude could not have seen them, but Lissa spotted the moment the two men began turning toward the direction where he hid.

      She did not know what propelled her feet forward, but suddenly she stood before Lord Stoude. Without even a curtsy, she said, as if the two of them were continuing a conversation, “Why, thank you, Lord Stoude, I am pleased you enjoyed my mother’s card party last week. Might I hope to see you at the soirée tomorrow night?”

      He had seemed indifferent when she first came up to him, then startled, and when she began speaking, a crease appeared between his dark brows for a moment. She could not tell if he was confused or affronted, but since he hesitated in showing his displeasure, it allowed the two gentlemen to walk past his hiding place.

      Mr. Galland and his friend gave hardly a glance at Lissa and Lord Stoude, who looked for all the world like any other couple socializing in the room. If they had walked past and seen him alone, would they have been suspicious or equally as unruffled as they appeared to be now?

      She looked up at Lord Stoude, wondering how he would react. His eyes narrowed as they fell upon her, and perhaps there was even a spark of amusement. Or was that admiration? Or was Lissa only seeing what she wished to see?

      He did not respond as she had expected. She thought he might pretend indignation, or surprise, or confusion.

      Instead, he simply bowed to her. “I bid you good evening, Miss Gardinier.”

      Lissa felt a rush of exhilaration that he remembered her name, but it was almost immediately doused as the meaning of his words sank in, and she realized that he had moved to walk away from her.

      She had already done one highly unusual action with him—what was one more? She didn’t bother to rein in her annoyance as she said, “How fortunate that my assistance requires no gratitude. I suppose my acting was so subtle, the emotions so believable, that you’ve quite forgotten whatever it was that I have done.”

      Lissa immediately regretted her words, expecting a blast of scorn from him and another scolding from her mother.

      But Lord Stoude’s infamously chilly expression thawed enough for the corners of his lips to deepen and curve upward a smidgen. Not quite a smile, but not a look of disdain, either.

      “And what have you done, Miss Gardinier?” Lord Stoude looked almost … she would say delighted, but the word was incongruous with his reputation as being stand-offish and dispassionate toward everyone.

      Lissa would have demanded why he was attempting to overhear Mr. Galland’s conversation, but she had the suspicion that he would immediately stop almost-smiling at her and take his leave. “And really, you would be quite handsome if you smiled more often.”

      His eyebrows rose as she realized she’d spoken aloud.

      If it were any other man, and if she weren’t so exuberant about rescuing him from notice by Mr. Galland—and annoyed that he refused to acknowledge it—she might have added that he was quite handsome even when he didn’t smile. But he might guess that was a bit of a lie, so perhaps it was just as well she didn’t try to assuage his pride.

      So instead, she said what she honestly wished to say to him. “The least you can do is dance with me, and I shall let you eavesdrop on other couples in the ballroom as you so desire.”

      He gave her a pained look. “I have no wish to eavesdrop on other couples, Miss Gardinier.”

      “That implies that Mr. Galland’s conversation was of a more serious nature. You are a man of substance and have no need to rob him, and as far as I know, Mr. Galland has no daughters for you to kidnap, although he might have one or two by-blows⁠—”

      “Why do you immediately assume I intend to steal from him or deflower a virgin?” Lord Stoude looked slightly scandalized.

      “It must be because I have recently read one of Mrs. Radcliffe’s works,” she said thoughtfully. “There are certainly enough dastardly noblemen in those novels to make one believe the entire aristocracy is degenerate.”

      “And it is inappropriate for you to mention by-blows,” he added grumpily.

      She brightened. “Then you should dance with me to distract me from such topics.”

      He sighed. “Won’t you take a stroll about the room with me, Miss Gardinier?”

      “I have not missed the fact that you disregarded my suggestion of a dance,” she said as she placed her hand on his arm, blithely ignoring the fact that her mere suggestion was rather rude. “But it is better than standing in a corner or discussing hunting dog pedigrees.”

      “I beg your pardon?”

      “Are you acquainted with Mr. Collingworth? He is a very amiable gentleman, and his passion for hunting dogs rivals none. He was regaling me with the courtship woes of his hound Lickspittle Furrybottom.”

      A choking sound erupted from Lord Stoude’s throat, but aside from a stiffness of his jaw, his face remained polite and impassive. “Indeed?” His voice might have been a bit higher pitched than normal, but it was difficult to tell over the strains of the music and the murmur of voices.

      “She was eventually made happy by a wonderful dog named Snout Droolalot.”

      This time, Lord Stoude sputtered sharply. He glared at her. “That is pure invention.”

      “It is not, I tell you the truth. We were just discussing their litter, and what can be more delightful conversation than the topic of puppies?”

      She had not noticed it at first, but Lord Stoude was walking at a rather fast clip. He barely had time to nod at acquaintances as they passed by. Lissa hoped she was not offending a matron by her mere dip of the head at some of them, for she could not stop to curtsy.

      “Perhaps you might know of a young lady as enthusiastic about hunting dogs as Mr. Collingworth? He really is a nice man, and it seems a shame that he has no one to share his interests.”

      “I am afraid that …” Lord Stoude suddenly broke off. “Truth be told, I have a cousin who is rather fanatical about the hunt.”

      She smiled up at him. “They sound perfect for each other. There, do you not feel the satisfaction of an opportunity to bring others joy?”

      He eyed her. “You are assuming they will find each other pleasant company. They may loathe each other.”

      “I find it hard to believe that two hearts who are both enlivened by the thrill of the chase would not be compatible. I wonder if they will name a dog after us? Baying Stoudegarden, perhaps?”

      Lord Stoude snorted with laughter, although he covered it up with a cough. “I dearly hope not.” He turned to study her face with narrowed eyes. “Why are you so interested in others, Miss Gardinier?”

      “Are people not fascinating?”

      “You might do better to ignore your observations.”

      His words were faintly ominous, and therefore, Lissa laughed in his face. “So dramatic! Was that meant to sound threatening? Or perhaps you are concerned for me? Why were you eavesdropping on Mr. Galland?”

      She had not been even attempting to curb her mouth, and so she regretted it as soon as she brought up the topic.

      Lord Stoude’s face was still polite, but became as smooth as marble. “I thank you for an entertaining diversion, Miss Gardinier.” He stopped in front of a young man who looked to be barely old enough to attend the ball. “May I introduce you to my cousin, Mr. Calveston? Percy, this is Miss Gardinier.”

      She had barely risen from her curtsy when Lord Stoude began to turn away. “I bid you good evening, Miss Gardinier.”

      Lissa stared at his back a moment before Mr. Calveston stammered, “Would you care to dance, Miss Gardinier?”

      She accepted graciously, determined to put Lord Stoude from her mind. Considering how she had blundered in her dealings with him, she was unlikely to see him again this Season.
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