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CHAPTER ONE
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London, September, 1822

Marcus Burton watched as Lord Wesley, the ninth Earl of Lynnbrooke, entered the library, crossed the room and sat behind the massive mahogany desk, only then to glance up at him and the man sitting next to him, Sebastian Valerais.  

"Good afternoon, gentlemen.  Thank you for coming at such short notice but, as you know, tomorrow is my wedding day, so I must make this a quick meeting."

Marcus winced at Wesley's manner.  He realized Wesley was abrupt almost to the point of rudeness, but also a former cavalry commander, whose skill and bravery led his regiment into battle with few defeats, an excellent man to have at one's side and as a business partner.  "Of course, we understand," Marcus remarked, more used to Wesley's manners then Valerais, who was scowling at this very moment.  But since the man was a hired investigator, he had no recourse but to acquiesce to the earl's manners.

"Oui, but of course, my lord.  And may I extend my congratulations on your upcoming nuptials," Valerais said.  

Wesley shifted as if uncomfortable.  "Hmm, thank you."  He shuffled the documents on his desk, then folded his hands.  "So, what information do we have on these sabotage attempts on the warehouse?"  

Valerais squared his shoulders and began.  "Lord Rutherford has authorized me with two teams: four men to watch the warehouse throughout the day and night, while the other team will make discreet inquires.  All, of course, under my direction until we have answers to your satisfaction."

"And answers will give us direction as to the solutions," Marcus added.  

"Good.  I knew we could rely on Rutherford.  Valerais, while I'm on the Continent with my bride, you are to keep in constant touch with Burton.  As my partner in Lynnbrooke Import & Exports, he has full authority over the operations in my absence.  And my sister, Lady Catherine must be apprised periodically."

"A woman?"  Valerais frowned.

Wesley's face clouded over, so Marcus stepped in before lightning struck Valerais.  "Lady Catherine has an excellent head for numbers and keeps the books in order.  You've yet to meet her ladyship.  She knows many of the daily aspects of running the business."  He glared at Valerais, trying to import the meaning of his words.  The idiot could get himself fired if he challenged the earl in any way.  Wesley was a good man but, of late, he was under more stress than usual.

Wesley nodded at Marcus.  "Thank you for your kind words about my sister.  Unless I produce an heir and a spare, Catherine could inherit my share of the business if anything was to happen to me.  Believe me, she is not inclined to do so as she already has numerous charities she supports.  Now, if you'll excuse me, I must join my fiancée as we prepare for the celebrations tonight and our wedding tomorrow morning."  He stood and gathered the documents, handing them off to Marcus.  "Oh, and I do expect to see you both at the ball tonight.  Remember,Valerais, your appearance is crucial.  That is your cover—a prosperous Frenchman in search of a deal with our company for exporting your family's extensive collection of wines.  Marcus has a copy of the signed contract for your files in case you are somewhat . . ."

"Challenged?"  

Wesley nodded.  "Exactly.  Rutherford felt it was a good idea. I will see you later then."  

When the door to the library closed behind the earl, Valerais leaned toward Marcus.  "A bit harsh, isn't he?  And I still don't understand about his sister."

"You don't have to understand anything, my friend.  Just get the job done, like Rutherford promised.  And one more word of warning?"  Marcus patted him on the shoulder as they rose to leave.  He squeezed the shoulder a little more until the other man stilled.  "Don't get any ideas about Lady Catherine.  I've known you since our days in India, and I've seen how you operate around women.  Hands off, understand?"

Valerais bowed.  "Completely.  I may look and admire, but I will not pursue."

Marcus shook his head.  "I doubt you'll even give her a second glance. Her mind is brilliant, but she's a bit drab and dreadfully clumsy.  Just be kind, will you?  Do not mock her."

Valerais narrowed his eye, frowning.  "Do I detect . . .?"

"No!  Now let's get moving.  I want you to walk me around the warehouse and show me the plan.  By the way, how can your men keep an eye on the warehouse without causing suspicion?"

"Lord Rutherford bought the building across the street.  It gives us an easy base of operations.  It's fitted out with beds and such, so they can come and go throughout the twenty-four hours.  He also supplied a few naval spyglasses.  Smart man."

"I'd like to see those, as well."  They grabbed their hats and cloaks from the footman and waited on the top step for the carriage to come around from the mews.  A mean drizzle of rain fell from the grey skies, tapping out a steady tattoo in the puddles.  He turned to Valerais, grimacing.  "There are times I miss India, especially on days like this."  He shivered, drawing his cloak closer.

"I agree.  We've at least six more months of this before spring arrives, so we might as well get used to it."

They made a dash to the carriage as it pulled up and the footman let down the steps.  But not before Marcus noticed the flick of the drapes in the drawing room window as Lady Catherine retreated back behind them.  Had Wesley told her of the troubles?  He'd try to find out tonight at the ball, knowing he'd find her half-hidden by the stand of potted palms, her usual place to hide out.

*   *   *
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“Mon Dieu, what a beauty!” 

Marcus Burton turned to his friend, laughing.  “The woman you’re referring to is Miss Sarah Pilkington, Wesley’s fiancée, you idiot.”  And when Valerais’ beaming face drooped a bit, Marcus slapped him on the back.  “Cheer up, there are plenty of prospects here tonight.”

Valerais adjusted his cravat, squinting at the other woman standing with Lord Wesley and his bride-to-be.  “And is that petite souris the sister?” 

Marcus winced, feeling a surge of impatience with Valerais.  He found the remark that Wesley’s sister was a 'little mouse' irritated him.  “Yes, that is Lady Catherine.  And she is certainly not a mouse, I assure you.  Under that drab exterior beats the heart of a warrior for those in need and a brain to match yours.”

Valerais tipped his head closer to Marcus.  “I do believe I hear a note of empathy for the mouse.  Has she stolen your heart, perhaps?”  He snorted, enjoying taunting Burton, a man who stood almost a head taller than him, whose golden locks and piercing blue eyes made women of all ages turn to gawk and sigh.  

Now it was Burton’s turn to snort.  “Just wait, my friend.  Within the next few minutes, Lady Catherine will have stumbled, thrown an unsuspecting person into a tumble and squashed so many toes that guests will be galloping for the door.”  He glanced back at the woman he referred to.  Yes, she was a walking hazard to others, but this evening she had made an effort and was wearing a simple gown of pale pink that hugged her slender body, the bodice clinging to small, firm breasts.  He'd vowed he would not jeopardize his business relationship with Lord Wesley over a kind-hearted virgin.  He’d learned his lesson years ago when his family shipped him off to India in a kind of exile.  He had no intentions of repeating that behavior again.  Nowadays he stayed with the tried and true widows whose husbands were conveniently tucked away in the hereafter.  

His thoughts were broken by Valerais’ poke.  “Well, I would like to meet her.  Will you do the honors?  I’ll take my chances on the dance floor, Burton.  After all, I'm to mingle, correct?”  

Marcus cast a sideways glance at the Frenchman, who was squaring his shoulders and tugging at his embroidered vest.  He knew an English woman of nobility would be a coup for Valerais, to say the least.  

“By all means, come along.  And be gentle.  The lady is shy,” he advised as they moved through the crowded ballroom toward where Catherine stood with the earl and her future sister-in-law.  Marcus stepped forward and bowed to his friend and business partner.  “Good evening, my lord.”  He turned to indicate Valerais, who was nearly bouncing on the balls of his feet in anticipation.  “May I introduce Monsieur Sebastian Valerais.  If you recall, my lord, we are about to sign a contract with him for the excellent wines his family's vineyards produce.”  

The earl smirked but nodded toward Valerais, obviously enjoying their little ruse.  “Good to meet you, sir.  Your wines are excellent, and I personally look forward to stocking them in my cellars.”  He turned to his fiancée and his sister.  “My fiancée, Miss Pilkington, and my sister, Lady Catherine Wesley.”  

Marcus watched as the three of them exchanged niceties, his attention straying to Catherine.  He knew she was nervous, continually blinking and gazing at some far off spot at the other end of the vast room.  He moved to her side, “Will you save me a dance, my lady?”  When she lifted her chin, he knew she was considering her answer.  That was how she was—considerate, thoughtful, yet headstrong in some ways.  But when she swung her large green eyes toward him, his stomach jumped a bit.  

“Mr. Burton, you are a tease. You know I am a terrible dancer,” she murmured, her eyes flicking side to side as if waiting for the first debacle to pounce upon her.  She opened her fan with a practiced flourish, but instead sent it sailing past Burton’s ear, landing in the middle of the dance floor.  “Oh, botheration,” she muttered.  

“Not to worry.  I’ll fetch it.”  He moved quickly, scooped up the fan before someone trod on it and slipped back to her side.  He handed it to her with a smile.  “No harm done.”

Wesley rolled his eyes.  “Catherine, please restrain yourself and try not to cause any more mishaps.”  Turning to Sarah, he extended his hand.  “Come, my dear, it’s time to mingle with the guests.  By the way, Burton, have you seen Burnham?  I haven’t spotted him and wanted to thank him for this generous gathering on our behalf.”  

Marcus indicated the Duke of Huntington and his duchess at the far end of the room, a small crowd gathered around the couple.  He knew that Wesley and William Rhys Burnham, the fifth Duke of Huntington, had a history that centered around the War Office.

Sarah Pilkington, a friend of the Burton family, winked at Marcus.  “Do be so good as to bring Catherine some champagne?”  She lightly tapped her on the arm with her own fan, “Remember to breathe, dearest, and don’t hide behind the palms.”  And off they went, winding their way through the guests, accepting congratulations on their upcoming nuptials.

Before Catherine could take the recommended breath, Valerais sidled up to her, eyes glittering.  She blinked, the bright lights of the myriad candelabras above irritating her eyes.  Now where were those palms?

“It is a pleasure to meet you, my lady.  Would you care to partner me on the dance floor?  I believe they’re striking up a waltz,” he said, keeping his voice low and gentle as Burton had recommended.  

Catherine shuddered slightly.  A waltz?  Oh, no, definitely not.  She’d kill him before the music ended.  “I believe I will sit this one out, but thank you. You see, I’m not very adept at the waltz, I’m afraid.”  She looked around for a chair—anything—to sit upon as her legs were feeling a bit wobbly.  She brushed some curls from her face, annoying little things, and stabbed herself in the eye with her finger.  “Ouch!”  She tipped, tumbling backward on her heels and was about to hit the wall when a strong arm gathered her around the waist and held her steady. Burton, of course.  He always seemed to know when she was going down or was ready to stab someone with her needles, crush feet or send glasses of punch sailing through the air.  “Thank you, Mr. Burton.  Once again, you are my savior.”  She brushed at her gown and righted her bodice.  “Perhaps I should retire to the lady’s . . .” Anything to escape, she thought.

Valerais extended his arm.  “Come, we shall dance slowly.  I taught all my sisters and nieces how to waltz.  You are safe with me, I assure you.”  

Before she realized it, she was on the dance floor with Valerais resting his hand on her upper back, swinging her into the first turn.  He moved with such grace, slow and easy, that for a moment Catherine believed they might get through this without any bodily harm coming to anyone.  She survived the second turn and smiled up at him.  Such a handsome man!  Dark lashes, dark eyes, dark . . . .

“Oomph!”

Valerais tilted to one side, pulling her with him.  He quickly righted himself, keeping her on her feet.  “My apologies, my lady.  I think some of these guests are a bit bullish in their dancing.”  He glared over her shoulder, sneering at the offending guests as they veered off only to collide with another couple.

She turned to see who it was, but her movement was too forceful, pulling her and her partner off into the path of another couple.  Valerais tried to angle back, but it was too late.  Bodies collided, feet skittered and then Catherine ended up on the floor, skirts awry.  Valerais grabbed for her hand but Burton was there, already hauling her up and steering her to a settee by the blessed potted palms, Valerais following, dusting himself off and muttering a string of French oaths.

Catherine grimaced as she spotted her brother descending on them, his face tight with dismay.  She sighed heavily, then looked up at Marcus.  “I’m doomed, aren’t I?”  

He squeezed her small hand and winked.  “Never, my lady.  I’ll get you something cool to drink.  Promise me you’ll stay put and not move?”

Heaving a sigh, she nodded.  “Yes, stay put, don’t move.  I seem to be very good at that, don’t I?”  The problem was, she didn’t want to stay put and not move.  She’d been doing that for years with no end in sight.  What was a woman to do at the age of six-and-twenty?  

*   *   *
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LADY CAROLINE ASHFORD, known to family and close friends as Caro, sat on the other side of the ballroom with her dearest friend and business partner, the dowager Lady Rutherford.  Both women studied the situation as Lady Catherine once again made a spectacle of herself and her dance partner.  And both women sighed in sympathy for the young woman.

“She’s hopeless, isn’t she?” Caro murmured, shaking her head as she sipped her champagne.  

“Hmm, I would have to agree, my dear.  And look at her brother.  He’s going to treat her like a child.  No wonder the girl hides behind the palms,” Leticia Rutherford muttered, then stomped her ebony cane on the floor in frustration.  Many ages ago, she had been like Catherine, an awkward goose, tall and gangly, terrified of making a fool of herself.  Sipping and sighing, the two women continued to watch the ensuing retreat of Catherine Wesley, Marcus Burton following close behind.  

“Now what do you think about that, Lettie?”

“Hmm, what?”

Caro tipped her chin in the direction of Lady Catherine and Marcus Burton.  “I can’t help but wonder if he has a tendresse for her,” she murmured, chewing on her bottom lip.  

Leticia snorted.  “Well, I’m surprised Wesley partnered with him in business and allows him within twenty feet of his sister, considering his reputation.”

Caro shook her head.  “But from what I’ve heard, he’s changed his ways.  Apparently, shipping him off to India was the best thing his family could have done.  He’s a changed man, I hear.”

“Perhaps.  Time will tell.  But he certainly is a handsome man.  Quite the Adonis.  No wonder that half the widows in London are rabid for his attentions.”  Leticia looked off to the side.  “Ah, here comes Sarah, dear Sarah.  She has a great heart, that young woman.  I’m sure she’ll have Catherine calmed down shortly.  Perhaps she’ll convince Catherine to return to the festivities.”  

Caro studied the other guests.  So far all seemed calm with only a few snickering at what had just occurred. “I highly doubt Catherine will return, poor thing.  Something should be done to help her, don’t you think?”  Caro chuckled as she tapped her chin.  Since her friend and lover, the retired Admiral Hilliard, had taken a sudden voyage to America to meet some long-lost relations, she was at loose ends.  Caroline Lambert-deRoberge-Ashford had been married three times and three times she'd buried her husbands.  She had loved them all with great passion—perhaps too great?—but did not intend to marry and bury a fourth, although Hilliard had asked more than once.  She needed a distraction.  Yes, her only child, Meredith, now the Duchess of Huntington, had provided her with several grandchildren and a comfortable apartment at their estate on Lake Windermere, but Caro still enjoyed her independence and their little business venture, the School for Sophistication, an endeavor they'd concocted several years earlier.   

Leticia Rutherford glared at the still-snickering guests, two old biddies who had nothing better to do with their time than gossip, seeing as their granddaughters were still on the shelf at the ages of twenty-eight and -nine.  “I agree, Caro.  We need something constructive to do during the Little Season and, since we do not have any pupils at the moment, now is the time to strike.  The earl has too much on his mind with his wedding and honeymoon to concern himself with his sister's future.”

“Exactly!”  Caro grabbed two more glasses of bubbly as a footman drifted by, then handed one to Leticia.  “When shall we strike?  Tonight?”

The dowager shook her head, a head that carried a healthy pile of dark hair streaked with grey wrapped in a luxurious turban of ruby-colored brocade.  After years of mourning her beloved husband, she’d finally shed her widow’s weeds and, with Caro’s keen eye, now adorned herself with bold jewel colors in rich silks and brocades.  “I think we should wait a day or two, then pay a friendly visit to Lady Catherine and sound her out.  After all, I am on the board for The Association for the Improvement of Female Prisoners, as is the young lady.  That will be our excuse for a visit.”

They drank to their plan and to the hope of adding another victory to their School.  By the start of the new year, Lady Catherine Wesley would have an offer of betrothal.  But more important, she will have found the love of her life.  Of that, they were convinced.  They may claim they tutor their pupils in the ways of sophistication, but they knew in their hearts that they were exemplary matchmakers. 
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CHAPTER TWO
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Several days later, after the wedding was over and her brother and Sarah were on their way to the Continent for their honeymoon, Catherine sat in her usual corner of the morning room in the family’s townhouse.  The pale sunlight that filtered through the veil of grey clouds spilled into the room, filled the room with a soft, diffused light, perfect for her needlepoint project—a wall tapestry for the newlywed's bedroom.  When they had traveled to Whitehaven last year for the wedding of Julia Montford and Benjamin Burton, Christopher’s interest in Sarah had grown into a proposal of marriage.  And that visit also had brought Marcus Burton into her life, the youngest of the Burton brothers, the notorious rabble rouser and rogue.  Now the returned prodigal son who'd reformed his ways, so she heard.

She laid the needlework aside and gazed out the window, watching tiny birds flit through the ornamental shrubbery that lined the gravel paths in the long, narrow garden.  Her thoughts drifted to the day of Julia and Ben’s wedding when she’d stumbled out onto the terrace to enjoy the late summer sun, only to find Marcus standing by her side, easing her into a chair before it toppled over, then rescued her shawl as it tangled itself around the legs of the chair.  The sunlight gleamed in his golden curls and lit up his intense blue eyes.  He’d smiled at her and she felt her heart grow warm, her hands flutter about.  He’d draped the shawl around her shoulders and then sat with her, chatting about everything and nothing, easing her awkwardness until she felt comfortable.  A feat in and of itself, she mused.  No one, not even Christopher, had made her feel such ease.  Her parents had not been very demonstrative in their affections to their children.  Her brother, having been ten years older than she and in the military, had followed suit in this brusque manner.  And when their father had died suddenly, making Christopher the new earl, he’d returned from the war wounded in spirit and adverse to becoming the Earl of Lynnbrooke.

A light tap on the door sounded and Jeffries stepped inside, holding out a calling card.  “My lady, two visitors wish to see you.”  She took the card and smiled after reading the names.  “By all means, show them in.  And Jeffries, would you ask Mrs. Smyth to bring some tea and cakes for our guests?”  She started to fold up the needlework, but then stopped.  She’d like the ladies' opinion on the project.  A few moments later Jeffries escorted the visitors in.  She rose up too fast and tipped over her work basket, spilling out the various threads and yarns, needles and scissors.  “Oh, bother,” she muttered as she knelt to gather up the materials.  She found Lady Caro by her side, capturing a runaway spool or two.  “I do apologize.  I am such a stumblebum!"

“Now, now.  Everyone tends to spill the contents of their work basket from time to time, my dear.  Oh, and what beautiful work you do.  May I see it?”  

Leticia Rutherford settled herself on a plush wing chair by the window, smiling at how easily Caro led the young woman back to the sofa and settled down next to her, admiring the work in progress.  They chatted on nothing special until the housekeeper supervised the delivery of the tea things and cakes, then backed out of the room.

“Shall I serve?” Caro asked, her head tipped toward Catherine.  

She nodded.  “If you don’t mind.  I don’t want to do any more damage than I’ve already done.”  She snorted, a rather odd sound between a burble and a hiccup.  Her hand flew to her mouth, her cheeks turning a bright, blotchy red.  

Caro ignored the comment and continued to pour and hand the tea around, then the tray of cakes.  For a few minutes they enjoyed the refreshments in friendly silence, only the chirping of the birds breaking into the quiet.  Leticia put down her tea cup and leaned on the head of her cane, her hawk-like eyes studying Catherine.  

“How old are you, my dear?”  She could see Caro flinch at her bluntness.  No need to dilly-dally, she thought to herself, for the girl was losing valuable time.  

Catherine looked down at her feet, then directly at Leticia.  “I've just turned twenty-six last month.”

“How many seasons have you had?  Do you intend to not marry?”  

Caro jolted forward.  “Oh, come now, Lettie, why so blunt?”  She scowled at her friend.  “A bit more finesse is called for, don’t you think?”  

Catherine sat watching the two bicker for a moment, then scooted over to the bell pull and gave it a tug, thankfully not too hard like the last time, bringing the thing to a heap on the floor.  When Jeffries stuck his head into the room, she laughed.  “Please take the tea things away and bring us some champagne.  I believe my guests need something to calm their nerves.  Thank you, Jeffries.”  She turned to find the women staring at her in surprise.

Caro clapped her hands in delight.  “Well, what a lovely idea!  Although our behavior does not warrant such a reward.”  

Catherine laughed and her face lit up.  “I may be clumsy but I am perceptive, ladies.  I think I know why you’re here, and I am so very glad.  Believe me, I’ve been pondering what to do about my predicament for weeks now and have come to no conclusions that were satisfactory.”

“You know what we do?” Leticia asked, surprised at Catherine’s direct manner.  

She nodded, then waited as the champagne was delivered and Jeffries opened the bottle, sending a bit of spray into the air.  The three of them laughed and clapped.  Even Jeffries hitched up a corner of his rather grim mouth.  She scooped up the bottle, handing it to Caro to pour.  "I don't dare," she breathed.  Maybe that was part of the answer, she thought.  Among friendly people who weren’t judgmental, she could be herself, easy and open.  Time would tell.

The dowager leaned back in the chair, feeling more confident that there was hope for Catherine. “So, as I asked before—have you had a season?  I don’t recall seeing you in London these past years, so I’m assuming you either decided against it or . . . ?”

“Definitely against it.  First, Christopher was too busy stepping into my father’s shoes, dealing with a country estate that was, and still is, in dire need of repairs, and also his own sorrows from the war.  The timing did not seem appropriate to go seeking betrothals.  Eventually I lost interest and my reputation for careening into innocent people added another layer of resolve,” she explained.

“Have you had any young men request to court you?”  

“None, no.”  She bowed her head for a moment, then looked up.  “But I’ve not sat here pining.  I stay busy in many ways, as you know, Leticia.”

Caro leaned forward.  “Why are you so clumsy, my dear?  It seems so random.  At times you are tumbling all over the place; at other times you are fine.”

“I suppose when I move around I move too fast, too quick.  I startle easily and I have so much on my mind, with the charities and good works.  Perhaps I should not think and worry as I move about?”

Leticia sent Caro a quick look and nodded.  It was better for Caro to take over the conversation at this point, as she was gentle and less direct, then she settled herself to listen and observe.

Her partner took hold of Catherine’s hand.  “And perhaps you should be more confident in yourself, young lady.  You are intelligent and pretty . . .”

“No, oh no, I am not pretty.  I’m not ugly either, but I take exception to the term ‘pretty’.”  Her hands fluttered around like a flock of small birds.  

Caro grabbed her hands and stilled them.  “Here, child.  This is your first lesson:  confidence and composure.  It’s really quite simple when you think about it.  Never doubt yourself unless you know you may hurt someone else.  Stop and think, if you need, but stay true to yourself.”

Lettie turned her head to the side as if looking out the window.  Her eyes were filling up at the memory of her young self years ago—tall and awkward and just as much a stumblebum as Catherine.  It took the love of a good man to convince her that she was not only beautiful but smart and capable, a valuable lesson for many a young woman.  She glanced back to find Catherine nodding, eyes wide in understanding.

*   *   *
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MARCUS RODE DOWN ROTTEN Row, enjoying the sunshine and warm breezes that fluttered across the waters of the Serpentine.  He drew out his watch fob and made a mental note to head back to his rooms at the men’s club within the hour.  He had an appointment at a warehouse down by river later in the day to inspect a new shipment of some antiquities that he and Wesley were considering adding to their inventory.

He recalled when he had met the earl.  He’d been with the East India Company for almost three years and was ready for a change.  He wanted to go home to England and to his family.  When he boarded the ship to return home, that’s when he was introduced to Lord Wesley.  In the ensuing weeks, they shared stories and hopes.  Marcus showed him the chest he was bringing back to England, a chest that was filled with sumptuous textiles and objects that those with blunt would be more than willing to purchase to decorate their townhouses and country estates.  And Wesley had recognized that Marcus Burton had an excellent eye for the beautiful and the luxurious.  

After his meeting at the warehouse he headed over to Wesley House, handed off his mount to the stable boy, then took the stairs two at a time, finding a footman already swinging open the massive door for him.  “Afternoon, Sherman.  I’ll just go through to the library to catch up on some work.  Could you have a pot of tea sent up?”  He doffed his hat and riding gloves, handing them to the man.  He ran his fingers through his hair and adjusted his cravat.  

“Lady Catherine is in the morning room with Lady Rutherford and Lady Ashford.  Would you like me to have Mr. Jeffries announce you, sir?”  

Marcus started to demure, then changed his mind.  He had to admit that he liked spending time with Catherine when Wesley wasn’t around to keep her infectious manner reined in.  Add in the two delightful ladies visiting and he couldn’t resist.  “Yes, please.  I shall wait in the library.”  He strode up the stairs and entered the room.  He stood by the fire warming his hands when the door opened abruptly, hitting the wall with a bang.  There’s only one person who could make such an entrance, he thought to himself as he turned to watch Catherine trot toward him, narrowly missing a footstool in her path. 

“Mr. Burton, won’t you join us?  We’ve just opened a bottle of champagne and are having such a delightful time!”

She paused and adjusted her lacy fichu that had gone askew, Marcus' eyes traveling to the delicate swell of bosom, the creamy skin.  He bowed and reached for the hand she extended to him, enjoying the feel of her small hand in his.  “I’d wondered what or who had put such a twinkle in your eye.  Yes, I would like to join you, if I may.”  

She pulled him toward her and wrapped her hand on his arm, leading him down the hall until they came to the large room that faced the back gardens.  She was merry and chattering away about something or other, but Marcus was too busy gazing down at her, the way tiny wisps of pale golden hair fluttered about her face.  She beamed up at him and all he could do was stare at her rosy lips, soft and full and just waiting to be kissed.  But not by him, even though a part of him—his most favored part—seemed to feel otherwise.  
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