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      Edmund’s friends would be the death of him.

      The Earl of Yardley considered his friends as good as family. He had no siblings, few cousins, and had lost his parents when he was off at school.

      All of this was to say, he was delighted to have his closest friends gathered here at his home, relaxing together after a splendid meal.

      It was only the fact that they were all so ridiculously in love that was the problem.

      “And her hair,” Mr. Sorley gushed from where he sat before the fire. “You’ve never seen hair so fine.”

      Edmund glanced over at his close friend, The Duke of Mandrick, ready to catch his eye to share a smirk over the younger man’s gushing.

      But Mandrick was too busy toying with a loose curl that had slipped from his wife’s coiffure. “Surely no finer than yours, darling,” Mandrick murmured to Felicity with a smile so insipid it made Edmund’s stomach turn.

      Felicity giggled.

      Edmund turned to the woman Mandrick had intended to marry—before Felicity came along and upended his life. Marian was leaning against her new husband Captain Lorimer, and the two seemed to have forgotten that anyone else existed as they whispered to one another.

      Edmund turned back to Mr. Sorley who gave him a sheepish smile. “My apologies, my lord. Am I speaking too much of my fair Julia?”

      “No, of course not,” Felicity answered on Edmund’s behalf, and her sincerity was impossible to mock.

      So Edmund said mildly, “As the lady said. Of course not.”

      This, however, only encouraged Mr. Sorley to wax poetic on the many and myriad qualities that set his beloved apart from every other human in the civilized world.

      And what had started as a dull ache in Edmund’s temples gradually turned into a strong, steady thud.

      Marian’s brother ought to be here. The Earl of Shepley wasn’t married either, and so far as Edmund knew, he hadn’t lost his mind to this madness called love like poor Mr. Sorley.

      But, alas, Shepley had been called away to their country home to deal with some tedious land dispute just as the Season was set to get underway.

      Tonight Edmund keenly felt the loss of the other unmarried, sane gentleman. But overall he realized it was likely for the best that Shepley was detained.

      One less gentleman with whom he had to compete for this Season’s incomparable.

      Who, from what he’d learned from the gossips who lived to discuss such things, was not Mr. Sorley’s fair Julia. Who Mr. Sorley had thus far only spoken to twice. And one of those times they’d discussed the weather.

      Edmund just barely held back a sigh at his younger friend’s naiveté.

      No, the woman whose name graced every gossip’s lips was one Miss Catherine Dubois. By all accounts, Miss Dubois was uncommonly pretty, possessed excellent manners, and was skillfully accomplished.

      Oh yes, everyone agreed that Miss Dubois was a cut above the rest. Not even the harshest of critics had found fault with her.

      He leaned back in his seat, his good humor returning with the knowledge that he’d chosen the perfect match. By this time next year, perhaps he and Miss Dubois would be just as contentedly wed as all his friends.

      “And have I told you about Miss Julia’s excellence at the pianoforte?” Mr. Sorley said.

      Edmund grimaced when Mr. Sorley found another excuse to drag his beloved Julia into the conversation.

      No, perhaps he didn’t wish to end up a silly ninny like his friends. But, at the very least, once he was wed as well, he wouldn’t feel quite so…singular.

      Felicity leaned forward to address Edmund directly. “Tell us, Edmund, what have you been up to while we were traveling?”

      He raised a glass to his lips. “Dealing with estate business. Afternoons at the club.” He lifted a shoulder. “Nothing out of the ordinary.”

      His friends nodded and the conversation continued with lively chatter. It seemed he was the only one left feeling bleak after that admission.

      Nothing out of the ordinary.

      How terribly…predictable. To think he’d grown up imagining that once he became earl,  he’d have the world at his fingertips.

      Now here he was, fully grown, the head of a legendary earldom—and he was bored.

      No. Not just bored. He was…

      Oh blast, he didn’t know what he was, only that it was growing ever more difficult to get through his days without the overwhelming sensation that something was missing.

      It all felt pointless, really. His estates had managers, his investments were handled by bankers he trusted, and any other business he had was well under control by his solicitors.

      Truly, what was his role other than a figurehead?

      A familiar weight fell over him that he knew not how to remove. And the pounding in his head grew ten times worse.

      He exhaled loudly, shifting in his seat. He ought to be used to this sensation by now. He’d learned from years of wasting time at White’s and taking part in foolish gambling or rakish delights that there was no escape.

      ‘Nothing out of the ordinary’ was his new ordinary.

      He downed the rest of his drink in one go. Avoiding such tedious thoughts was exactly why he’d called for this evening’s gathering.

      And so he sank back in his armchair and listened as Marian and her husband answered the same question. They had far more interesting tales to tell of their time traveling to visit with family and friends before the Season began.

      His ears perked up unwittingly at the mention of one name, in particular.

      “And of course the Farthingtons were excellent hosts,” Marian was saying. “I do believe Anthony and I left that house party with new friends, didn’t we, dear?”

      “Indeed,” Anthony replied. “And the atmosphere was good fun, you know. They even held a ball, though it was small, given how few members of the ton were currently residing in London.”

      Edmund leaned forward.

      He remembered well this ball they spoke of. One of few decent diversions for a gentleman of his standing.

      And the only gathering to which he hadn’t been invited.

      His brows lowered, and that same annoyance he’d felt upon learning of the soiree returned with vigor. “Yes,” he started. “About that…”

      He expected questioning looks, perhaps a comment from Marian or Anthony about how his presence had been missed.

      Instead, Marian and Anthony exchanged a quick look that made him tense.

      That look was assuredly…furtive. And then they both avoided his gaze altogether, seemingly fascinated by the pattern on his rug.

      “I am sorry we missed it.” Felicity turned to him with wide, expectant eyes. “Did you attend this party as well, Lord Yardley?”

      “No.” His voice was more curt than he’d intended. But truly, it still irritated him, though more than a fortnight had passed.

      Apparently his friends were intrigued by his demeanor because he caught some more secretive glances before Captain Lorimer asked too mildly, “May I ask why you did not attend?”

      “Yes,” Marian added, with more feigned innocence than could ever be believed. “Whyever not, Lord Yardley? You were most missed, I assure you.”

      He narrowed his eyes as the happily married couple exchanged another knowing look. This time, there was no hiding their amusement.

      “If you must know…” he drawled, summoning all of his pride. “I was not invited.”

      Felicity, at least, had the good grace to gasp.

      Mandrick laughed. “You? Not invited? Were they unaware, by some chance, that you are an earl?”

      “And an unwed one, at that,” Felicity added.

      “I thought you received an invitation to every society event,” Mr. Sorley added. He sounded truly flummoxed, and that was mildly soothing to Edmund’s wounded pride.

      Yes, he could admit it. Being overlooked at the one of very few society functions to take place before the Season began had been a blow.

      Not just because he typically was considered an honored guest at such occasions, but because he’d particularly hoped to meet the Farthingtons’ daughter. “Tis a pity,” he agreed, ignoring the looks Marian and her husband shared. “From what I’d heard about the Farthingtons’ daughter, she might have been the ideal wife.”

      “You have an ideal wife?” Felicity murmured.

      “Tessa is indeed a remarkable woman,” Marian agreed.

      Tessa. He hadn’t even known the lady’s given name, but he’d heard she was well educated, poised, charming…

      True, she had a hint of scandal attached to her name, but nothing sordid.

      With a forced smile he explained to his friends, “I was keen on meeting the young lady but, alas, I was overlooked for the ball, and now I hear she’s married some scholar, of all things.”

      “Oh yes, Mr. Grant!” Marian’s smile was bright. “He’s an interesting man. You’d like him.”

      She said this last part to Edmund, and once again he got the feeling that she knew something she was not saying.

      So he answered with a scowl. “Poor girl might have been a countess rather than continue on as a headmistress, if her parents hadn’t overlooked my invitation.”

      “Oh, come now,” Mandrick said. “You cannot say for certain you would have wished to marry the girl.”

      “Can’t I?” He arched a brow. “I’d seen her before, in passing. She’s lovely. That combined with her admirable traits⁠—”

      “Are not enough to forge a marriage,” Felicity interrupted with a light laugh.

      Marian smiled. “I’m afraid my cousin is right.”

      “Nonsense.” An evening of listening to these happy couples chatter on about love and wedded bliss had his next words coming out more terse than intended. “I am in need of a wife, I’ll admit. But what I require is someone I respect and can rely upon to be a true partner at the helm of the earldom.”

      “Yes, yes, quite right,” the ever eager Mr. Sorley said. “As earl, you have every right to be far more pragmatic about your choice than other gentlemen who don’t share the same responsibilities.”

      Captain Lorimer leaned back in his seat, repeating Edmund’s words slowly as if turning them over. “A true partner at the helm of the earldom.”

      Edmund’s ears burned. It sounded rather priggish when Anthony repeated it like that. “Oh shove off,” he muttered.

      Marian laughed. “Careful, Lord Yardley. You’re beginning to sound like Mandrick here.”

      “I beg your pardon.” Mandrick feigned indignation as Felicity burst out laughing.

      “You do sound like William! Or…” Felicity patted her husband’s arm consolingly. “How he used to sound.” With a grin, she added, “Before me.”

      “Precisely,” Marian said. “What Yardley needs is to find a good match, just as you have done.”

      The captain grinned at his wife. “Just as we have done.”

      Mr. Sorley’s smile was daft. “And as I hope to find with my Julia.”

      Edmund rolled his eyes—just a little. “Yes, yes. I’m very happy for all of you. And I adore spending an evening hearing all about how happily in love you all are. But for my part, I would have been quite content with Miss Farthington, I’m sure of it.”

      There was a brief silence before Marian quietly said, “Yes, but would she have been happy with you?”

      His brows came down. Was she trying to insult him?

      But no, his friend leaned forward quickly with a kind smile. “Yardley, you know I mean no offense. I only meant…” She sighed, her smile small and knowing. “I happen to know for a fact that Miss Farthington was already in love with Mr. Grant.” She shared a glance with her husband who winked back at her. “I also happen to know, that is precisely why you were not invited.”

      Edmund stared at Marian for a long moment. “I beg your pardon?”

      “So he was intentionally left off the list?” Felicity asked.

      Marian had to press her lips together, but her amusement was so obvious, Edmund wasn’t sure why she bothered. “No, that wasn’t it at all. If it were up to the girl’s parents, you would have been invited…”

      Her husband cleared his throat. “In fact, you were invited.”

      Mandrick asked the question that filled Edmund’s mind. “So then, what happened to his invitation?”

      “It seems her very sweet, very well-intentioned cousin did not wish for there to be any interference between the happy couple,” Marian said slowly.

      Edmund let out a huff of impatience. “Just say it, Marian.”

      Marian’s smile was slow and delighted, her eyes outright dancing with laughter. “Her cousin, Lady Daphne…stole your invitation!”

      She and her husband burst out laughing.

      Felicity and Mandrick soon joined in.

      Mr. Sorley chuckled nervously as well.

      Edmund knew he should laugh. But as the words registered, it pricked his pride far worse than being overlooked.

      Some impudent little chit had stolen his invitation? Who did she think she was?

      Aloud, he said, “Who did you say she was?”

      “Lady Daphne,” Marian said, still laughing softly. “Eldest daughter of the Earl of Cornelius.”

      “Oh yes, she’s lovely, as well,” Anthony offered. “Quite as pretty as Miss Farthington—or, Mrs. Grant, rather—and equally intelligent, I’d say. Perhaps you should consider her as a potential⁠—”

      “I think not.” Edmund’s voice was far too hard. Not at all like his typical sardonic drawl.

      All of his friends stopped laughing at once.

      Blast. He hadn’t meant to kill their fun.

      He forced a more congenial air. “I’m certain the young lady is just as beautiful as you say. But I have requirements for the woman who is to be my wife,” he continued. “And I’m afraid maturity is quite high on the list.”

      “Oh, yes, of course,” Anthony muttered, sharing a quick glance with his wife.

      “Maturity,” Mandrick repeated, as if he’d just learned the word. He glanced at his wife, affection in his gaze. “Perhaps he is starting to sound like me.”

      Felicity beamed back at him. “Don’t worry, he’ll find a delightful young lady to remind him that he’s human and has a heart just like I did for you.”

      Edmund resisted the urge to roll his eyes again, but just barely. “I’ve told you, I’m more than happy to make a good match.”

      And he was nearly certain her name would be Miss Catherine Dubois.

      He reached for his drink again and held it high as if making a toast. “But that lady will most definitely not be Lady Daphne.”
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      Daphne watched her mother criss-cross the drawing room with the sort of military precision one wouldn’t expect from a countess.

      But while the Countess of Cornelius prided herself on being stoic and unflappable, when it came to Daphne’s prospects—she made an exception.

      “Best behavior,” Lady Cornelius repeated, this time pointing a finger at the ceiling for emphasis.

      Daphne dipped her head, summoning thoughts of piety and grace.

      Sometimes it worked. The words themselves acted as a sort of shroud, she liked to imagine. The mere thoughts casting a dull, insufferable hue to her visage which⁠—

      “Why do you look like that?” Her mother stopped short in front of Daphne, suspicion in her eyes as her gaze flicked over Daphne’s features. “You appear as though you’ve just sucked on a lemon.”

      Daphne sighed. Or, perhaps pious thoughts merely made her look as though she’d sucked on a lemon. “I was merely taking your words to heart, Mother.”

      That suspicion never left her mother’s features, but she continued on with her tirade. Of which, Daphne only caught snippets. “...first real outing in society…don’t talk…and don’t just sit there silently…smile, of course…but don’t laugh too loud…”

      The lecture went on for quite a while. But while Daphne prided herself on being a good listener, when it came to her mother’s lectures…she made an exception.

      In her defense, she’d heard it all before. Many, many times.

      Her two younger sisters came and went, casting pitying glances her way as their mother ignored them to continue single-mindedly with her lecture.

      The youngest of the siblings, little Johnny, was the only other sibling who ever received so much attention. Of course, the attention he received was more of the doting variety.

      Not that Daphne or her sisters minded. Johnny was a terribly adorable little boy. It was difficult not to dote on him. But add in the fact that he was the long awaited heir her parents had worked so hard to achieve, and he’d been heralded into this world with more blessings and good will than most could hope to garner in a lifetime.

      Daphne cast a longing look toward the door, willing her five-year-old brother to come rushing in, his ever-aggrieved nanny chasing after him.

      But no. Her brother had chosen this day to be dutiful and quiet up in his nursery.

      Her father, however, swept into the room with a booming, “Are we ready?”

      A servant followed in his footsteps. “The carriage is waiting, my lord.”

      He cast a quick look over his wife, who was still catching her breath from the longwinded tirade, to his eldest daughter, who sat quietly on the settee.

      He frowned at her. “Best behavior, young lady.”

      She pinched her lips together and gave a quick nod of understanding.

      In truth, those four words were more effective than all her mother’s rambling. For her father only ever expected one thing from Daphne—silence.

      That she could do.

      Her mother might still hold out hope that she could somehow, even at this late stage, learn how to be the sort of lady a man might want for a wife.

      But her father understood, as she did, that her best chance at marrying well required her to stay silent. And smile.

      Silence and a smile. So long as she did that, she could not get into trouble.

      Her father’s lingering glare made her swallow hard.

      For all her parents thought her a troublemaker, it simply wasn’t true. She merely had a mind of her own, that was all.

      But that was enough.

      Soon, however…

      One day very soon—she would have her freedom.

      The surge of excitement that thought brought was nearly too strong to withstand without some sign of emotion.

      She settled for twisting her fingers into her skirts as she stood to withstand one last scrutinizing look from her parents.

      All of her excitement and nerves at the future she wished so desperately to secure were channeled into the tight grip that threatened to wrinkle the fine pale pink skirt of her gown.

      At last, her father gave a nod that seemed to say, you’ll do, I suppose.

      Her chest deflated. She knew she wasn’t as beautiful as her sisters. But she’d felt rather pleased with her reflection by the time her maid had finished with her.

      Her dark brown hair was piled atop her head in loose curls that really weren’t as carefree as they might look. There were at least a hundred pins stuck into her skull. But the coiffure showed off a slim, elegant neck, an odd feature to be proud of perhaps, but as she was of diminutive stature and with small, dainty features, anything long and slender was a point of pride.

      While she wouldn’t have chosen pale pink herself, she had to admit that the hue brought out the color in her cheeks, and made her blue eyes sparkle.

      So yes…she’d rather hoped for more than a look that said ‘you’ll do.’

      But it wasn’t her father she hoped to impress tonight, she reminded herself as she followed her mother and father out of the house and into the carriage.

      Her father closed his eyes the moment they were settled. He was fond of napping, in general, and could never resist a quick one when they were in the carriage.

      She couldn’t blame him. Her mother’s constant stream of criticism was rather similar to a babbling brook. It made a most soothing background noise when one ceased listening to the actual words.

      “...still cannot believe you told that man you thought his toupée looked like a drowned rat,” the countess was saying.

      Daphne turned to look out the window, schooling her features into a look of contrition. Her mother conveniently left out the part where the man in question had insulted her first.

      The man had called her a quiet little mouse and then pinched her bottom!

      But apparently not even physical assault was a good enough excuse for Daphne to misbehave.

      Daphne was more than willing to stay silent and smile, as she’d learned was expected. But a lady had her limits. And inappropriate touching was when Daphne was forced to cease being a mouse.

      Her mother’s words faded into a babble again, and this time Daphne put her attention back where it belonged—on her plan.

      Daphne might not always know the correct response to questions about the weather or other such tedious topics, and she certainly never seemed to comprehend why anyone should care to hear her discuss the merits of embroidery or the harp or any of the other tasks she was forced to master.

      But she did understand the value of a plan. And it should be noted that to date each and every one of her plans had been a success. The latest and most notable being her plan to help her cousin Tessa find a match with that lovely Mr. Grant.

      She liked to think that she’d have made an excellent tactician for the military in another life. But as she was merely a young lady, she had to settle for ballroom plans.

      Ballroom plans sounded less ominous than marriage plans, but truly they were one and the same.

      She straightened as the townhome came into view. She’d been to soirees and dinner parties, and countless house parties. But this was the first true ball of her first real Season.

      And she probably should be excited.

      She narrowed her eyes to better study the array of carriages lined up out front. Was he here?

      Much as she tried to summon a thrill of some sort, the best she could manage was a surge of anticipation that her plans would finally be put into action.

      “...and then of course The Earl of Yardley,” her mother said.

      Daphne just barely held back a wince.

      Oh yes, him. She’d nearly forgotten he’d be here tonight. She’d never met the man, but she’d heard about him at great length. He was one of those precious jewels in London society—a wealthy, titled, unmarried man.

      There were nearly a dozen of them this Season, but many already had an attachment, or an understanding, at the very least. And so the few who were truly up for grabs were discussed so often Daphne was certain she knew them better than they knew themselves.

      And without having met him, Daphne knew this Yardley fellow well.

      At least, she knew his type. Handsome—and he knew it. Notoriously droll, which meant he believed himself to be intellectually superior. And privileged enough to have a wealthy earldom fall into his lap at a young age.

      In short, the man was insufferable.

      “Of course, there’s Miss Dubois to consider,” her mother said.

      Miss Dubois’ name always came up alongside the Earl of Yardley’s. Everyone seemed to understand that the most handsome, clever, and insufferable of eligible men would choose the most fair, most accomplished, and most even-tempered of ladies.

      Daphne felt a smile tug at her lips. She hadn’t met Miss Dubois yet either, but she was immensely grateful for her existence.

      Yardley would do what a man like Yardley does—he’d choose the Season’s incomparable.

      Which would force Daphne’s mother to lose all hope of gaining the handsome Earl for a son-in-law.

      And then they’d be forced to concede that the Viscount Boreland was a fine replacement.

      Daphne’s smile grew wider as she spotted the baron’s crest on a carriage nearby. Boreland was also very wealthy, and had a decent title—though his was honorary and would never lead to Daphne being a countess. And he was no doubt just as insufferable as Yardley.

      But Boreland had one crucial factor in his favor.

      He was old.

      Nay, he was ancient.

      On death’s door more times than Daphne could count. Which was precisely why she hoped to marry him.

      “You have that look again,” her mother accused.

      Daphne arched her brows. “Do I?”

      “You’re up to something.”

      Her father’s eyes snapped open, and he was suddenly and alarmingly awake. “You’d better not be up to something.”

      Daphne widened her eyes to their fullest extent. “Me?”

      This earned her a snort of disdain from her father and a pinched look of disbelief from her mother.

      But before either could respond, the carriage door was opened, and Daphne descended.

      On the way up the steps toward the crowded townhome, her mother threw in her final thoughts under her breath. “Promise me you’ll be on your best behavior with Yardley.”

      She nodded. Best behavior. A familiar sensation swelled at the mention of the man—part wickedness, part mischief, and everything her parents despised. “Of course, Mother.”

      “He may have been rude in ignoring our invitation…” her mother continued.

      Daphne just barely swallowed a laugh.

      “But we must forgive and forget this slight,” her mother finished. Her tone turned frighteningly hopeful. “After all, you’re an earl’s daughter, and not horrible to look at…”

      “Thank you, Mother,” she murmured.

      Her father gripped her elbow on her other side. “Listen to your mother. Yardley is a fine option. I won’t have you botching your mother’s plans by you being…” He sighed. “Well, you.”

      “No, Father,” Daphne agreed easily.

      They entered the crowded foyer and her mother hissed in her ear. “There he is!”

      Daphne caught sight of the famous earl straight away. Hard to miss the man who towered over the others.

      He wasn’t just tall, he was also…broad. And…striking.

      Oh, all right, he was attractive. Absurdly so.

      “I told you he was handsome,” her mother said, her tone pleased as if she’d had something to do with his sharp jawline and aquiline nose.

      Daphne rather thought it was his mother who ought to be proud of this accomplishment.

      “Now tell me you don’t think he’d make a fine husband.” Her mother’s tone was smug.

      Daphne opened her mouth to respond, but the words died on her tongue, and her breath left her in a whoosh when his gaze met hers as if he’d heard them talking.

      A smirk curved the corners of his full mouth. A lock of dark hair fell into his eyes as if he couldn’t be bothered.

      She had to admit, it gave him a rakish air.

      Goodness, he really was handsome.

      The quirk of his lips turned into a small, knowing smile that made her spine stiffen and her jaw clench as he lifted his glass as if to toast her from across the room.

      She looked away with a start. He clearly thought she’d been ogling him or some such nonsense.

      Insufferable man. Just as she’d thought.

      But just then her gaze fell upon the ancient Viscount Boreland, with his stooped shoulders, and his vast array of wrinkles, and all thoughts of Yardley were forgotten.

      “You know what you must do.” Her mother issued this final warning before she turned to greet her friends.

      Daphne’s smile grew as she kept her gaze fixed on the viscount.

      She knew exactly what to do. She’d learned how to play the fine men and women of good society years ago.

      Smile and stay silent.

      No one expected more, and being underestimated gave her every advantage.

      “Look, here he comes now!” her mother said.

      Daphne dragged her gaze away from the viscount, and her smile faltered when she caught Yardley weaving through the crowd, heading their way.

      “Smile!” her father hissed.

      Daphne dropped her gaze, feigning humility, and pasted on a small, insipid smile.

      Oh yes, she knew exactly how to play a man like Yardley.

      Now all she had to do was grin and bear his odious company.
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      Edmund’s mood soured the moment he caught sight of the impertinent little chit.

      She actually had the nerve to smile at him.

      Well, perhaps not at him. But she was smiling as she followed her mother and father into the crush. A docile little lamb, that’s what she looked like.

      But he knew better.

      “Pretty, isn’t she?” Felicity’s voice startled him.

      Edmund turned to find Felicity at his side, Mandrick just behind her.

      “Who are we admiring?” Mandrick asked.

      “Lady Daphne.” Felicity gestured in the girl’s direction.

      Edmund turned away from Lady Daphne to face his friends. With all three of them following the girl’s every move, people might get ideas.

      “Don’t you think she’s pretty?” Felicity asked her husband.

      “I think you’re pretty.” He wrapped an arm around Felicity’s waist.

      Edmund groaned. “You do know it’s unseemly for a married couple to be so happily in love, do you not?”

      “What can I say…” Mandrick’s tone was dry as he shared an amused glance with his wife. “We live to defy expectations.”

      Felicity gave a little snort of amusement, that was decidedly unladylike, but which made Mandrick grin like a dolt.

      Felicity craned her neck to follow Daphne’s movements across the ballroom.

      Edmund tried not to wince. He adored his friend’s wife, but she wasn’t exactly subtle. And right now she was keenly interested in Lady Daphne.

      And all because the girl had gotten the best of him.

      Mandrick chuckled as he followed his wife’s gaze. “Hard to believe such a sweet little thing managed to pull the wool over the eyes of the great Earl of Yardley.”

      A muscle in Edmund’s jaw twitched. “I’d hardly say she pulled the wool over my eyes.”

      This earned him two entirely too-amused gazes.

      Blast. He’d sounded overly defensive. He would have laughed at him too if he were them.

      He tried for his usual cynical smile, but this just earned him a giggle from Felicity, and a slap on the shoulder from Mandrick. “Don’t be too hard on the girl.”

      “From what Marian says, she did it for a good cause,” Felicity added.

      Edmund nodded, rocking back on his heels and broadening his grin. “It’s already forgotten.”

      Neither of his friends looked convinced. But they let the topic drop, choosing instead to discuss Mr. Sorley and his sweet-if-mildly-pathetic adoration of Miss Julia Something-Or-Other.

      Soon, Marian and her husband joined them, and as his friends chattered gaily around him, Edmund was once more able to focus his attention on the door.

      He was eager to mark the arrival of Miss Dubois, which was why he’d positioned himself near the door in the first place.

      But the famed beauty with the pleasing demeanor still hadn’t arrived when Marian latched onto his arm and began leading him toward the ballroom, where the dancing had begun.

      “Where exactly are you taking me?” He was pleased to note that his voice was back to normal now. It held that same wry, droll tone he was known for.

      It was a voice that said, no matter what you say, I’ll be amused by it…but in a bored sort of way.

      It was a tone he’d perfected at a young age, along with a smirk and a fashion style that few could mimic or fault.

      He’d crafted his unflappable, aloof facade so long ago and so well, it had become second nature.

      But the well-worn facade nearly cracked when he realized where his friend was leading him. “Marian⁠—”

      She turned back to him with a quelling glance that reminded him how he’d always believed Marian would be an excellent mother when the time came.

      “I promised Lady Cornelius I’d introduce you. And I’d rather not disappoint the influential countess, if you don’t mind.”

      He opened his mouth to say he did mind. He had no intention of being courteous to the little chit who’d snubbed him. But then Marian glanced back again, a mischievous twinkle in her eyes. “It’s the least you can do considering how kindly her ladyship has agreed to forgive you for ignoring her invitation last month.”

      “I—” He stopped short, and Marian was forced to pause as well. “She’s forgiven me?”

      Marian pressed her lips together.

      Oh, his friends were having far too much fun at his expense. And all because a little minx had decided to make sport of him.

      Marian’s gaze took in his expression, and that mischief gave way to chiding. “Edmund,” she said slowly, a note of warning there. “I told you the truth about your stolen invite in confidence. Truly, I thought you’d be amused⁠—”

      “And I am,” he said quickly.

      Perhaps too quickly.

      Marian’s lips twitched, but she gave him an approving nod before continuing her quest to physically haul him into the countess’s path.

      The Earl of Cornelius and his wife saw him coming. Their audacious daughter was still playing coy. Her head was tipped down, her gaze fixed somewhere at her father’s feet, and that idiotic little smile curving her lips ever so slightly.

      Not too big a smile as to be genuine, but just enough for her to seem like an empty-headed nitwit.

      His gaze narrowed on her. Did she think him a fool?

      Did she actually believe he’d fall for this act?

      “Lord and Lady Cornelius,” Marian said brightly beside him. He was greeted with polite smiles from the older couple. But when it came time for him to meet Lady Daphne, she kept her gaze averted and her voice was so soft in her greeting, he nearly didn’t hear her over the music that was starting.

      “I was just telling Lord Yardley what a fine dancer your daughter is,” Marian said.

      Edmund stiffened as her words filtered through, and that was the moment he realized he’d been staring—nay, glaring—at the girl in question.

      He’d been glaring for far too long at the dark curls that seemed to be hovering effortlessly in ringlets atop her head, small flowers peeking out here and there. The flowers were the exact same shade pink as her gown—a little paler than the pink in her cheeks, and the pink of her lips and⁠—

      Blast. Her gaze lifted and he’d been caught.

      Staring at her lips.

      He cleared his throat, and realized suddenly that a silence had fallen.

      An expectant silence. A moment too late, he realized Marian’s kind words had been a sort of…offer. On his behalf.

      Lady Daphne’s eyes widened slightly. But it wasn’t until her lips began to twitch subtly with poorly concealed amusement that he finally spoke the words everyone was waiting to hear.

      “Would you do me the honor of a dance, Lady Daphne?”

      The simpleton smirk gave way to an actual smile, and for a moment he could only blink in fascination as the smile transformed her.

      She was a beauty to begin with, there was no doubt about that. She might have been a petite little thing, but she was proportionately perfect otherwise, and her features were perhaps a bit too sharp to be called classic, but they softened prettily with her smile.

      Her cheekbones were high, her eyebrows arched, and she might have been quite the elegant creature…

      If it wasn’t for that spark in her brilliant blue eyes.

      It was a spark that said trouble even as she dipped her head shyly and murmured her acceptance.

      Her mother looked on fretfully as they walked away, though her father had gone off to find other company.

      And Edmund found himself alone with the young lady who he knew without a doubt wasn’t nearly as timid nor as sweet as she might seem.

      An odd sort of irritation flared inside him at her downturned gaze and her insipid smile.

      She clearly thought him a fool.

      A moment later, she was still silent. He could not fault her for her grace, but the longer she feigned innocence, the more his own posture grew rigid.

      “Are you always so quiet?” he finally said.

      Her head came up and for a moment he saw intelligence in her eyes.

      But with a blink, it was gone. Her gaze was once more vacant and her smile dull. “Pardon, my lord?”

      He leaned in closer, though he knew full well she’d heard him. He spoke slowly as if she truly were a simpleton. “Do…you…speak?”

      Her smile hardened a bit, and a spark of irritation flared in her eyes before she covered it. “Of course, my lord.” Her laugh was thin and silly as she tilted her head to the side like a bird. “Are you enjoying your evening, Lord Yardley?”

      “Not particularly, no.”

      “What a pity,” she murmured, her eyes wide and seemingly pained on his behalf.

      His jaw clenched. She was mocking him. Oh, not overtly. But he could feel it just as surely as he could feel the warmth of her body in his arms.

      She glanced away, toward the door to the dining room, and he caught the heavy exhale. It was the sound of one who’d rather be anywhere else, doing anything but this, with anyone other than him.

      “Are you bored by my company, perhaps?” he asked.

      Blast. He sounded like a peevish old maid.

      He got a bright smile this time. “Of course not, my lord.” She pressed her lips together, and then, as if she couldn’t help herself, blurted, “What young lady could possibly be bored in the presence of a fine conversationalist such as yourself?”

      He nearly stopped dancing. The words were spoken so sweetly, anyone would believe her to be sincere.

      But she wasn’t. And the worst part was…

      She had a point.

      He’d been curt and churlish, and had done nothing to spark an actual conversation.

      She blinked, her gaze once more vapid and her small smile sweet…

      And infuriating.

      “It’s a pity we’re only just meeting here, tonight,” he started slowly.

      Her gaze narrowed ever so slightly. “Oh?”

      “Mmm. I would have preferred to meet you at the soiree your family held last month.”

      Her steps didn’t falter, and she didn’t so much as flinch. But he knew that she knew that…well, that he knew.

      Her lips pursed slightly, the only indication that she wasn’t entirely at ease with this turn of conversation. “Yes, it was a pity you were unable to attend.” Her wide-eyed gaze was all innocence as she added. “Mother was so disappointed. Lady Adlemore, too.”

      His nostrils flared. Miss Farthington’s mother.

      The chit was all but admitting what she’d done. Without actually admitting to anything.

      But the truth was out there now, and this time she didn’t try to duck her head…

      Or hide her amusement at his expense. It sparkled there in her eyes, like a hundred little diamonds glittering back at him.

      Little minx.

      He didn’t know where this anger came from. It wasn’t like him to get overset…by anything, least of all a scheming young lady.

      But as the music trailed off, he found himself loath to let her go.

      Not without having the last word. The girl’s smug air nettled him. The intelligence in her eyes was as much a challenge to his own wits as a slap to the face.

      And so, as the music slowed and softened, he forced a condescending smile he just knew would infuriate her. “You’ll have to forgive me, Lady Daphne…”

      Her brows hitched up slightly in surprise.

      He forced a slow, knowing smile. “You see, I was led to believe… Well, it hardly matters. I’m just relieved to see you’re not as simple as you seem.”
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