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      “Anne, you look as though you’re about to faint,” Lady Louisa Beaumont, second eldest daughter to the Earl of Whickerton, commented upon seeing her cousin’s whitish, pale face and her huge, round eyes staring at the crowded ballroom as though facing a firing squad. “This is your first ball, not your execution.” Chuckling, Louisa squeezed Anne’s hand reassuringly. “You’ll be fine.”

      Whether or not Anne believed her was unclear as she continued to eye her surroundings with wary caution, her shoulders tense and her steps all but steady.

      Turning her head to look at her younger sister—by only one year, mind you—Louisa whispered over her shoulder, “She looks worse than you did, dearest Leo.” A sisterly snicker followed.

      For a short moment, Leonora all but ignored Louisa’s comment. Then she remarked in a mere observational tone, “I comported myself in a perfectly appropriate fashion.”

      Louisa nodded, unable to keep a grin from stealing onto her face. “Yes, you did, and you looked awfully uncomfortable the entire time.”

      Leonora sighed and then looked past Louisa at their cousin. “Do not look at all those you do not know,” she advised. “Seek out those you are acquainted with and remind yourself that you’re not alone.” She moved to Anne’s other side and took ahold of her hand. “We are here.”

      For a moment, Anne closed her eyes and inhaled a deep breath. Then she nodded, a hesitant smile coming to her lips as she looked at her two cousins affectionately. “Thank you for being here for me.”

      “What are cousins for?” Leonora smiled warmly.

      “To tease each other mercilessly?” Louisa asked mockingly as she gently patted Anne’s hand.

      “Not today!” Leonora stated, a warning tone in her voice and a rather authoritative look in her blue eyes.

      Louisa nodded. “Very well.” She let her gaze sweep the crowded ballroom. “On the lookout for acquaintan—” Louisa flinched when Tobias Hawke all but materialized out of nowhere in front of them, his chocolate-brown eyes fixed on Anne as he held out his hand to her. “Care for a dance?”

      Sighing, Anne seemed to relax on the spot, and her hand slipped into his without thought.

      When Anne’s childhood friend pulled her onto the dance floor, a few whispered words left his lips and that endearing half-smile of his once more curled up the corners of his mouth.

      Louisa moved closer to her sister, both watching the two of them stand up for the next dance. “There’s a couple in the making,” she remarked with absolute certainty. “Mark my words; this is Anne’s first and last Season.”

      “You cannot know that,” Leonora objected, a slight frown upon her face as she regarded the young couple. “They’ve been friends for years and—”

      “That is precisely what I mean,” Louisa interrupted her sister, wondering how to explain to Leonora the magic that could exist between two people; not that Louisa herself had ever felt it. Since her own debut two years ago, she had frequented balls and picnics, concerts and plays, hoping to find the one man who would melt her heart.

      All she had found had been disappointed hopes.

      At least so far.

      Still, Louisa understood well the smile she often saw on their parents’ faces when they caught each other’s eye across a crowded room. After over thirty years of marriage and six children born to them, Lord and Lady Whickerton were still as smitten with each other as on the day they had first met, at least according to Grandma Edie. Of course, Louisa and her siblings had not been born at the time so could not speak from experience.

      But they all believed Grandma Edie; the woman had never been known to be wrong.

      Ever.

      Younger than Louisa by no more than a year, Leonora, however, had never been able to grasp the effect love could have upon one’s life. She had a very rational way of looking at the world, even when it came to emotions. She was not cold or unfeeling, not at all; she possessed a truly watchful eye—not unlike Grandma Edie’s—and knew how to spot the first sparks of love or the pangs of heartbreak. Still, for Leo, it was hard to calculate with something as unreliable as emotions. Yet, she was fascinated by them, perhaps even more so because they could not be added up like two and two.

      Louisa, though, was the opposite in every way.

      Like fire and water, day and night, the two sisters could not be more different. Where Leonora was rational and calculated, Louisa was passionate and spontaneous. She followed her heart, loved to feel the sun upon her skin and the sensation of twirling in the open air until her head spun. Balls meant delightful company, dancing until dawn and people she cared for sharing in her joy. They also allowed her to mingle with eligible gentlemen, whispering of a match not unlike her parents’.

      That had been Louisa’s dream ever since...

      ...ever since she could remember.

      A man who would set her world on fire with a single look.

      A man who—

      “Lord Barrington is looking at you,” Leonora remarked with no more than a slight suggestion in her voice; indeed, for her, it was merely an observation. Nothing more, and nothing less. Or was it? Louisa had to admit that sometimes she was not certain what hid behind Leonora’s dark blue eyes.

      At her sister’s words, Louisa stilled, then carefully glanced in the direction Leonora indicated. Of course, Louisa had taken note of him the second they had stepped into the ballroom.

      Of course, she had.

      She always did.

      Tall, with raven-black hair and devilishly dark eyes, Phineas Hawke, Viscount Barrington, was an imposing man. Often, one could find a bit of a wicked grin upon his face and hear a daringly teasing remark fall from his lips.

      Elder brother to Mr. Tobias Hawke, Anne’s childhood friend, Louisa had known him for years; however, they had never spent much time in each other’s company. Lately, though, she had felt his gaze linger upon her.

      As it did now.

      Louisa inhaled a slow breath as his dark gaze swept over her face before seeking hers with bold curiosity. Something in her stomach began to flutter, excitedly, teasingly, deliciously.

      “Do you welcome his interest?” Leonora asked curiously beside her as she brushed a dark curl behind her ear as though it was obstructing her view, hindering an accurate observation.

      Louisa sighed, then forced her gaze from Lord Barrington’s. “What interest?” she asked, displeased with her sister’s watchful attention. “He’s merely looking in our direction.”

      Leonora’s gaze narrowed before she turned to observe the man in question more thoroughly.

      Louisa wanted to sink into a hole in the ground. “Do not stare at him!” she hissed at her sister, urging her over to the side where two large refreshment tables were set up.

      “Then you do care for his attention,” Leonora concluded, her blue eyes settling on Louisa before they narrowed once more. “What bothers you? Your interest in him? Or the fact that I observed it?”

      Louisa sighed loudly, “Both. Neither.” She shook her head. “Would you mind seeing to Grandma Edie for a little bit so Jules can have a chance at dancing? The woman will end up an old maid with our dear grandmother glued to her side.”

      Leonora nodded and hurried away to where their beloved grandmother sat on the fringes of the ballroom with their eldest sister Juliet—or Jules as their family called her. While Grandma Edie still possessed as sharp a mind as ever, her body was slowly failing her.

      While Lord and Lady Whickerton had been blessed with six children, five of them were girls, which was a bit of a curiosity among the ton. Indeed, most believed that after welcoming a son, Troy, as their first-born, they had sought to provide a spare after procuring the heir without any difficulties at all. However, five girls had followed and even today Louisa sometimes saw a bit of a pitying glance from an old matron here and there.

      Of course—as usual!—people could not be more wrong.

      Carefully, Louisa glanced over her shoulder back at Lord Barrington to find him in conversation with another gentleman. A small stab of disappointment settled in her heart that surprised Louisa. Never had she thought of herself as dependent upon a man’s attention; nevertheless, the temptingly dark look in Lord Barrington’s gaze had never failed to stir her heart. Truth be told, she wished she were better acquainted with him. Perhaps Anne would help her in the matter.

      At present, though, Anne was following her childhood friend out of the ballroom, a wide grin upon her face as he whispered something in her ear. Louisa smiled, seeing her prediction all but confirmed. If only she could say with the same certainty how the man’s elder brother thought of her.

      Gathering her courage, Louisa sidled across the ballroom, doing her utmost to appear inconspicuous. She smiled left and right, exchanged a word with an acquaintance here and there and accepted a glass of punch, her hands grateful to have something to occupy them.

      And then, she had reached her destination, her feet coming to stand no more than an arm’s length from where Lord Barrington was conversing with a friend. With her back to him and his to her, Louisa hung on every word as she pretended to observe the dancers.

      “How is life treating you these days, Barrington?” the other gentleman inquired, the tone in his voice suggesting the answer to his question was not of great interest to him.

      “As expected,” Lord Barrington replied. “And yourself?”

      The man sighed before he shuffled on his feet, turning back toward the dancers.

      “Is something wrong, Lockton?” Lord Barrington asked, and Louisa noticed him shift from one foot onto the other out of the corner of her eye. She wished she could turn and look at him more directly; that, however, would reveal her interest, and at present she was not quite ready to do so.

      “Are you looking for someone?” Lord Barrington asked his friend, a hint of exasperation in his voice as the man failed to answer.

      “A moment ago, she was across the ballroom…”

      Lord Barrington chuckled, a teasing, slightly dark sound that snaked its way down Louisa’s spine. “It is about a woman then? Who pray tell caught your eye?”

      Lord Lockton sighed, “The Lady Louisa.”

      Louisa stilled. He couldn’t possibly be talking about her, could he? Nevertheless, only moments ago, she had been across the ballroom…

      “Lord Whickerton’s daughter?” Lord Barrington asked to clarify.

      “The very one,” the other man confirmed, warmth in his voice. “She is remarkable, is she not?”

      Louisa could barely keep herself from turning to look upon the gentleman’s face, who held her in such high esteem. His voice did not sound familiar, and she had only just caught his name. Could she have made such an impression on someone she did not even know?

      “Are you acquainted with her?” Lord Lockton inquired then.

      Lord Barrington inhaled a slow breath. “A little,” he replied, his voice somewhat tense as though he wished to say more but did not dare.

      Louisa felt a cold chill sneak down her spine. and her hands tensed upon the glass of punch she had all but forgotten.

      The other man seemed to have noticed Lord Barrington’s reservations as well, for he asked, “Do you object to the lady?”

      Again, Lord Barrington sighed, his shoulders rising and falling in a shrug. “I know you to be a man of many intellectual interests, which is why,” he sighed yet again, “I must advise you place your attentions elsewhere, yes.”

      Louisa’s jaw clenched harder and harder until it felt as though it would break clear off.

      “Although she is a beautiful woman,” Lord Barrington continued, “her mind deserves less adoration.” He cleared his throat and leaned toward the other man, his voice dropping to a whisper. “To be frank, she is a pretty head with nothing inside. I wouldn’t be surprised if she didn’t know how to read.”

      “I had no idea,” the other man exclaimed in astonishment as Louisa felt her insides twist and turn painfully. Tears shot to her eyes, and her jaw felt as though it would splinter at any moment. The delicious flutter in her stomach had turned to a block of ice, and without another thought, Louisa fled the scene.

      Her feet carried her out of the ballroom and into a deserted hallway where she sank down in a puddle of misery, the glass of punch still clutched in her hands. Fortunately, no one came upon her there, giving her a much-needed moment to collect herself.

      Still, the words she had overheard would forever be burnt into her memory for Lord Barrington had spoken the truth.

      As much as it pained her to admit it—even if only to herself—Louisa did not know how to read. She could write her name, but not much more than that. Never had she been able to make sense of letters and words and their meaning.

      Still, to this day, no one knew.

      No one had ever suspected.

      Until now.

      Until Lord Barrington.

      How had he discovered her secret? Or had it merely been a lucky guess?

      Whatever it had been, it had shattered Louisa’s delicate, little world. Somehow, she had found a way to stand tall even without the skills that everyone took for granted. She had developed ways to distract others where reading and writing were concerned. Somehow, she had always found a way. She was clever and ingenious and prided herself on her quick wit.

      Still, deep down, Louisa had always thought of herself as inferior. In every other regard, she and her siblings were simply different. Different in many ways. Each had their own special talent. Each possessed a unique way of looking at the world. Each used their mind in different ways.

      In this one regard, however, Louisa was inferior. She had always known it, and now Lord Barrington’s words had confirmed what she had always known to be true.

      Never would she forgive him for this off-hand remark.

      Never.

      Never again would she be able to look at him and not remember this crushing feeling of loss and disappointment.

      To be considered wanting.

      To not be worthy of another.

      To be inferior.
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          A PARTICULAR WOMAN
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        Windmere Park, England, December 1801 (or a variation thereof)

      

        

      
        About one and a half years later

      

      

      Snow had draped a thick blanket over the world, perfectly fitting for Lord Archibald’s annual Christmas house party. Now, there would not only be singing, parlor games and mistletoe kisses, but also outdoor activities, such as ice-skating and sleigh rides.

      Phineas Hawke, Viscount Barrington, had never much cared for these seasonal affairs. He had often remained in London and amused himself with like-minded gentlemen, who preferred card games to parlor games and did not mind losing the occasional coin.

      This year, though, was different.

      This year, Phineas had decided to attend Lord Archibald’s house party for one very particular reason.

      Or rather because of one very particular woman.

      “How are you, Phin?” Anne Thatcher, his younger brother’s childhood friend, asked as she and her two cousins, accompanied by their elderly grandmother, alighted from their carriage.

      As far as Phineas knew, the Whickertons attended Lord Archibald’s house party every year without fail. Why only the two sisters and their grandmother—aside from their cousin Anne—disembarked from the single carriage standing by the front stoop, he did not know.

      Beside him, Phineas felt his brother tense. It would seem Tobias had been persuaded to attend for very much the same reason as Phineas himself.

      The reason was a woman.

      Fortunately, not the same woman who had moved Phineas. As different as he and his brother were, they had always been loyal to a fault.

      Tobias greeted the dowager Lady Whickerton with a formal bow. “I’m delighted you are in attendance as well.” His gaze moved to Anne and lingered, and he seemed to have all but forgotten what to say. Then, however, he abruptly redirected his attention back to the old lady eyeing him with amused curiosity. “Do you remember my brother, Lady Whickerton?”

      To Phineas’ delight, the old woman chuckled devilishly. “Of course, the wicked one.” Her watchful eyes seized him up. “Have you acquired manners since last we met?”

      Phineas had to admit he rather liked the dowager. “I thought I had,” he laughed, “though, I’m afraid I might have misplaced them once again. I’ll inform you immediately should I succeed in locating them.”

      The old lady chortled, her pale eyes lighting up with glee. “A wicked one, indeed.” Then she turned toward the front hall, leaning heavily upon her walking stick. “Give me a head start, ladies,” she told the three young women. “I’m certain you’ll catch up with me at the landing.”

      Phineas had to admit that the dowager possessed the kind of humor he appreciated most; a spark of which he often saw in Lady Louisa. If only she had not come to loathe the very sight of him.

      His gaze moved to her, took note of the dark glare in those enchanting green eyes and then moved on to settle on Anne. “Little Annie,” he greeted her, finding villainous delight in the way his dear brother tensed beside him. Merely friends, most certainly! “How long has it been? Ten? Twenty years? I must say I hardly recognized you.”

      Shaking her head at him, Anne smiled that sweet, dazzling smile that had no doubt been complicit in stealing his brother’s heart. “How are you, Phin?” she asked, ignoring his lacking manners.

      Grinning rather mischievously at the woman Tobias loved with an ardent fervor—judging from the way his eyes had narrowed into slits—Phineas teased, “I am utterly fine now that you’re here, Annie. I must say I missed you dearly.”

      Tobias looked ready to murder him.

      Phineas wanted to chuckle for his brother had yet to confirm his intentions to wed his lovely friend. In fact, Tobias had gone to great lengths to prove that they were merely that, friends.

      It had been a long time since Phineas had heard such nonsense!

      Anne shook her head at him, smiling. “Are you ever serious, Phin? A man of your age should have learned to comport himself, should he not?”

      Phineas frowned. “Are you calling me old?”

      “No, simply immature.”

      He laughed, “That, I can live with.”

      Out of the corner of his eye, Phineas glanced at Lady Louisa. Her strawberry blond curls glistened warmly in the bright winter sun. Her dark green eyes, though, seemed to be on the brink of shooting lightning bolts…his way, no less.

      Not that he was surprised!

      Still, Phineas could not say why Lady Louisa had come to dislike…or rather loathe him, to speak quite truthfully. She simply had.

      Whenever he set foot into a room, she made a point of spinning on her heel and disappearing. Whenever he joined her conversational circle, she would make up an excuse and leave. Whenever their eyes happened to meet—be it at a ball or a garden party—Phineas could not help but think that she wished he would be swallowed up by the earth.

      And it bothered him.

      It had been bothering him.

      With a gaze that whispered of her current desire to strangle him, most likely with her bare hands, Lady Louisa regarded him through narrowed eyes. “I had not realized that you would accompany your brother to this house party. I’d heard you had decided to remain in Town.”

      Regarding her, Phineas could not help but smirk for he both loved and hated the way she glared at him. It spoke of a passionate nature, which to him was quite alluring; however, he would have preferred to see her passion directed toward more pleasurable emotions. “Did you now?” he teased her, enjoying the way her chest rose and fell as she fought to remain calm. It seemed the only time she did not run from him was when he challenged her, teased her, baited her. “Well, my dearest Lulu,” her nostrils flared at his nickname for her, “I must say you sound displeased to see me. Have I done anything to wrong you?” He clearly had; if only he knew what it was.

      Still, the lady remained as tight-lipped on the matter as always.

      That, though, was the only matter she refused to comment on.

      “Do not call me that!” Lady Louisa fumed, outrage darkening her enticingly green eyes as she took a step toward him. “I’ve told you so before, and I’m saying it again. I am not a poodle, and you’re not to call me that! Is that clear?” Without waiting for an answer, she spun on her heel and rushed inside, her dark-haired sister following in her wake.

      Phineas sighed, looking after her. If only she would not always run from him!

      “Was that truly necessary?” Anne said reproachfully. “You used to be such a charming boy.”

      Phineas chuckled, “What can I say? Your cousin brings out the best side of me.” Indeed, he had never felt more alive than when those dark green eyes looked into his, stirring his heart into a most unfamiliar rhythm.

      “You truly ought to apologize, Lord Barrington,” Anne told him sternly.

      Phineas feigned a sigh, then rushed off, only too glad to have an excuse to seek out Lady Louisa yet again. He caught up with her and her sister as they stepped off the last stair onto the landing on the first floor.

      As though sensing his approach, Lady Louisa glanced over her shoulder, and the moment she beheld him, her eyes narrowed into slits and she spun to face him like a warrior ready for battle. “Are you following us?”

      Phineas grinned at her as he strode closer, stepping onto the landing and forcing her to lift her chin to maintain eye contact. He towered over her, and he could see that she hated it; still, she would not yield.

      Phineas admired that about her. “Your cousin sent me,” he told her in hushed tones, completely ignoring her sister who stood only a few steps away, watching them with curiosity.

      Lady Louisa’s lips thinned. “She wouldn’t,” she snarled. “She knows how much I detest you.”

      Phineas could not prevent a stab of pain jerking through him at her words. “She bade me apologize to you,” he told her, leaning closer, curious to see if she would retreat.

      She did not.

      “Apologize?” she asked, drawing in a slow breath. Still, the pulse in her neck hammered wildly. “For what then?” she challenged with a daring gleam in her eyes.

      Phineas grinned and moved closer another inch; he could feel her breath against his lips. “That, she did not say,” he teased, noting the way she fought the outrage that bubbled under her skin. “Perhaps you care to enlighten me?”

      Her jaw clenched, and for a moment, she simply looked at him, the expression in her eyes almost contemplative. “I’d appreciate it,” she bit out then, taking a step back, her chin still raised proudly, “if you did not address me in the future.”

      Before she could rush off, Phineas reached out and the tips of his fingers brushed her arm.

      Lady Louisa flinched and drew in a sharp breath before once more schooling her features into a mixture of bored indifference and righteous indignation.

      “Would you have stayed away,” Phineas asked, his eyes searching hers, “had you known I would attend this house party?”

      Holding his gaze, she paused. “Do not for a moment believe that your comings and goings have any influence upon how I spend my time.” Her eyes narrowed once more. “I detest you, yes; but I would never allow you to ruin this holiday season for me.” Her brows shot up in challenge. Then she gave him a feigned smile, nodded her head to him and bid him a good day before hastening down the corridor, her sister on her heels.

      “Until later, Lulu,” Phineas called after her, unable to keep his lips sealed.

      As expected, her shoulders tensed, but she kept walking, successfully fighting the urge to turn back around and rip his head off.

      Phineas smiled. Oh, how he loved ruffling her feathers!
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          A FOOLISH WAGER
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      Needing a moment to herself, Louisa decided against joining the other guests downstairs, but rather remained on the first floor. After all, she longed neither for entertainment nor refreshments, but for solitude instead. That man had once more gotten under her skin, and she hated herself for this inexplicable weakness of hers where he was concerned.

      With a shake of her head, Louisa marched down the corridor, away from the large staircase leading to the ground floor and toward the back of the house. She passed door after door, her eyes seeing nothing of the paintings hung upon the walls or the vases filled with hot-house flowers set on side tables here and there. No, instead, her eyes continued to conjure that man’s smirking visage—much to Louisa’s displeasure!

      Now and then, another guest passed her after leaving their chamber to head downstairs and mingle with the others. Louisa, however, proceeded to march up and down the corridor, now and then turning a corner and heading down a thus far unfamiliar hallway. Where she was going, she did not know nor care.

      At least not until an annoyingly familiar voice called her name.

      Or rather that vexingly inappropriate and completely infuriating nickname that dratted man had reserved only for her! Oh, what an honor!

      Flinching at the sound of his voice, Louisa drew to an abrupt halt, her hands balling into fists as she listened to his approaching footsteps. She wanted to run, to flee—to scratch his eyes out!—but her body seemed to disagree for it behaved in a rather mutinous fashion, refusing to comply in any acceptable way.

      “My dearest Lulu.” Stepping around her, Phineas Hawke smirked down at her. “How wonderful to find you here. How are you?” A mocking frown descended upon his features. “You look a bit flushed. Is everything all right?”

      Glaring at him, Louisa willed herself not to respond—after all, her parents had taught her better. Still, never in her life had she faced a more trying moment, had she? At least, she could not recall one. Her heart burnt, and her mind spun as her stomach churned with anger. Louisa knew she was about to explode...and then suddenly and rather unexpectedly, her body did move.

      The paralysis fell from her and she found herself stepping away, her hand moving to reach for a handle, then pushing open a door. Without thought, Louisa slipped through it, ignoring the man staring at her and...belatedly realized that she had stepped out onto a balcony.

      Snowflakes drifted down and settled in her hair. One even landed on the tip of her nose. An icy wind blew, and she wrapped her arms around herself, beginning to shiver, her woolen dress no match for nature’s wintry breath.

      “Would you care for a coat?” that familiar voice asked in an equally familiar, mocking tone. As Louisa turned to glare at Phineas Hawk, she found him standing in the doorway, a bemused smile upon his lips as his dark gaze swept over her. “Your lips are turning blue,” he observed, a wicked gleam coming to his eyes. “Shall I warm you?”

      Gritting her teeth, Louisa fought hard to subdue the renewed urge to claw his eyes out, to fling herself at him with outstretched hands and… She did not dare finish even the thought for it would prove that there was quite another side to her, one unfit for a lady. Her parents would be displeased if they knew!

      Watching her carefully, Phineas Hawk waited. When she remained silent, though, he took a step forward, following her out onto the balcony. Snow settled into his raven-black hair, softening the dark edges of his appearance. For a moment, Louisa looked at him and saw not her enemy, but someone she had liked once. She watched as a snowflake landed on his left temple, melted upon touching his warm skin and then slowly snaked its way down.

      And then his hand settled upon her arm, and Louisa flinched. Her gaze dragged down to meet his, and she found his eyes looking into hers without even the slightest bit of amusement or mockery. “You should come inside,” he whispered, his hand on her arm remaining where it was as he took another step closer. “You’re shivering. You’ll catch cold.” He moved sideways, his free hand gesturing to the open door behind him. “Come.”

      For a split second, Louisa almost believed him, believed that there was a kind and caring side to him. She wanted to. She wanted to very badly, but she had learned her lesson and she would not forget.

      Unwrapping her arms from around herself, Louisa all but shoved Phineas Hawk out of her way. Then she stormed back inside, welcoming the warm air upon her chilled skin. Her feet kept walking, her eyes fixed on the other end of the corridor. Unfortunately, she managed to take no more than a step or two before that man once more stepped into her path.

      Huffing out in annoyed breath, Louisa glared up at him. “What is it that you want? Why are you here?” Again, she crossed her arms and lifted her brows in a challenging manner. “Say what you wish so we can each go our separate ways.”

      A moment passed before that familiar, mocking grin once more appeared upon his face as though he were capable of an altogether different emotion. “Do not pretend you’re not happy to see me,” he teased, moving closer, undoubtedly aware of how much his presence annoyed her. “After all, is that not why you’re here? No doubt, you found out that I would attend this year’s house party, and so you thought to yourself—”

      Louisa scoffed, “Do not for a second believe that I am here because of you. I am here in spite of you. My family always attends this house party,” she regarded him with a pointed stare, “you, however, do not.”

      A most annoying chuckle left his lips. “Do they? If that is true, then I cannot help but wonder where they are.” He made a show of turning his head left and right as though trying to spot them. “I doubt one can overlook them; after all, there are so many of you.” He frowned, a bit of a quizzical look coming to his face. “How many sisters do you have?”

      “Five,” Louisa huffed out before she could stop herself. “Don’t pretend to care!”

      “Ah, yes, and one brother, is that not so?”

      Louisa glared at him. “What do you want from me? A prize for remembering that I have a brother? Applause, perhaps?”

      His grin broadened in a very unsettling way. “That won’t be necessary.” He moved closer, and Louisa had to fight the instinct to retreat lest he think he could intimidate her. “I’d settle for a kiss.”

      Her eyes bulged. They felt as though they wanted to jump out of her head. “You’re mad! Completely and utterly mad!” Oddly enough, outrage was not all she felt in that moment.

      The man had the nerve to reach out, his fingers grasping the tip of a loose strand dancing down from her temple. He twirled the curl between the pads of his thumb and forefinger, his dark gaze never leaving hers, once again daring her to retreat. “Are you truly offended? Or are you trying not to be intrigued?” Again, he flashed that grin at her.

      Trying her best not to explode, Louisa ignored the tantalizing flutter in her belly, slapped his hand away and raised her chin. “You are insufferable!” Then she made to storm past him, but didn’t get far because he once more stepped into her path. “What are you doing? What is it you want from me?”

      His chest rose and fell with a slow breath as he continued to gaze at her, the look in his dark eyes hinting at emotions Louisa did not dare dwell on. “If only I knew,” he mumbled under his breath, and his feet brought him closer yet again as though he were being pulled toward her by an invisible force.

      For a terrifying moment, Louisa thought he would reach for her—Her! Not a curl of her hair! Then, however, he stilled, blinked and that annoying grin was back on his face. “So, no kiss?”

      Louisa gritted her teeth. “No, no kiss,” she forced out, a surprisingly poignant spark of disappointment settling in her heart as the words dropped from her lips. “Now, get out of my way!” She moved to step around him, but he swiftly blocked her path.

      Louisa wanted to slap him! No, strike that! She wanted to punch him!

      “I’ll let you pass if you answer a few questions,” he told her with a wink as though he had suggested something utterly indecent. “Deal?”

      Louisa frowned. “How many questions?”

      An approving smile came to his lips. “A valid point! I like...it.”

      Louisa had the strangest feeling that he had wanted to say you instead of it. I like you. What a foolish thought! “One, then.”

      “Five!”

      Louisa laughed. “Two.”

      “Four.” His grin grew deeper. That dratted man seemed to be enjoying this far too much! “Very well, let’s meet in the middle and say three.”

      “Fine,” Louisa relented, feeling herself tense at the thought of what he might ask of her. “What then?”

      Putting a hand to his chin, Phineas Hawke put on a great show of pretending to consider all possible questions. “Let’s see.” He frowned as though in thought.

      “Today!” Louisa insisted, wondering if she should simply try to shove him out of her way. Perhaps if he did not see her coming, she would get away with it.

      “Ah!” the man exclaimed, his forefinger raised as though he had just had an epiphany. “Why is your family not here with you?” His voice sounded surprisingly caring, and the look in his eyes no longer held mischief. “At least, not all of your family.”

      Louisa sighed. “Because they caught a cold,” she told him honestly, suddenly feeling too exhausted to continue this strange game of theirs. “My youngest sisters, Chris and Harry, came down with a fever two weeks ago. They are better now, but are still feeling a bit weak. After them, the cold made its way through the family, bringing down my eldest sister Jules as well as my brother Troy.”

      “And your parents?”

      “My father caught it as well,” she replied in a heavy voice, taken off guard by how much she missed having her whole family here with her. At Christmas, no less. “My mother did not. But she was concerned and so she sent us away.”

      “She did not leave herself?” he asked gently as his hand once more reached out and almost tenderly tugged on that errant curl. “She stayed to tend to them?”

      Louisa nodded. “They’ll be fine. Mother said they would all be fine.” She swallowed, her voice thickening. “But Grandma Edie is old, and the elderly sometimes...” Her voice trailed off as she forced the thought back into oblivion. A life without her beloved grandmother was unimaginable!

      “Do you miss them?” As his fingers toyed with her hair, his knuckles brushed against the line of her jaw, sending an odd chill down her spine.

      Louisa shook herself, finally taking a step back. “You’ve already asked your three questions. Now, let me pass.”

      Phineas Hawke chuckled. “I asked one. The others were only to encourage you to continue with your answer.” He leaned closer. “I still have two left.”

      Louisa swallowed, wondering why she suddenly felt so vulnerable. “No, we’re done. Let me pass.” Her hands trembled, and she could feel tears pricking the backs of her eyes. What on earth was wrong with her? She could not break down now! Not in front of him!

      To her utter surprise, Phineas Hawke nodded, then moved to step aside, allowing her to pass. “Very well.”

      For a moment, Louisa was too dumbfounded to move, her eyes fixed upon his face. “Why are you simply giving in?”

      A small smile curled up his lips, one not tinged with mockery. “Do you want me to fight for you?”

      A reply formed on Louisa’s tongue quick as lightning, and she struggled to hold it back before he could hear it. After all, the one word that lingered, that refused to back down without a fight was not No.

      It should be No.

      It had to be No.

      And yet, it was not.

      Tearing her gaze from his, Louisa marched down the corridor past countless doors and around corners until she no longer knew where she was. Deep down, she could not help but think that she was running away.

      Away from the warm glow in his eyes.

      Away from the foolish desire to have him...care for her.

      Away from the thought that he did not.

      Louisa knew he did not. He could not, she reminded herself, once more forcing her mind to recall that one moment almost two years ago. That one moment that had changed everything.

      No, he could not care for her.

      Ever.

      She ought to remember that.
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        * * *

      

      A sly smile stole onto Anne’s face as her blue eyes moved from Leonora to Louisa. “Indeed, if I didn’t know any better, I’d say…you liked him.”

      Louisa felt as though someone had punched her in the stomach. “You must be mad!” she retorted later that same afternoon, outraged that anyone dare suggest she could have feelings for this…this miscreant, this reprobate, this… “I hate that man. No, hate is not a strong enough word. I loathe that man.” Or didn’t she?

      No, she did! And that was final!

      Judging from the smile that refused to leave Anne’s lips, her cousin did not believe her, though. “Why? What on earth has he ever done to you?”

      Louisa’s jaw tensed as she felt her cousin’s as well as her sister’s eyes on her as they stood out in the hall near the drawing room. Indeed, what had he done? Nothing she could share with them for they both remained in the dark about Louisa’s humiliating flaw.

      “It cannot simply be because he calls you Lulu,” Anne reasoned quite correctly. Yes, it was not merely that name, but what it represented. Louisa hated that nickname because it told her loud and clear that Phineas Hawke thought of her as a simpleton, a pretty head—as he had said—pretty, but empty.

      “I agree,” Leonora threw in. Louisa wanted to slap her. “Even taking your effervescent character into account, I cannot imagine that anyone would be riled in such a way by a simple dislike to a nickname.”

      Anne grinned at her. “Indeed. Therefore, I assume that you do like him for your reaction is as telling as mine.” As the last words left her mouth, Anne tensed and swallowed hard.

      Charging forward, Louisa grasped for the straw Anne had carelessly held out to her. “I was right!” she exclaimed, returning her thoughts to the matter they had been discussing before Anne’s inquiry into Louisa’s feelings toward Phineas Hawke. “You do like him.” And by him, she meant the miscreant’s younger brother, Tobias Hawke, of course.

      “Perhaps,” Anne croaked, looking almost as uncomfortable as Louisa had felt a moment earlier.

      “Would you stop saying that?” Louisa huffed out. For the past months, she had been trying to convince Anne that Tobias Hawke was not simply her childhood friend or even her best friend, but the man she loved, the man she ought to marry. “Why can’t you simply admit that you care for him? He clearly adores you. Why are you so afraid to kiss him?”

      A hint of alarm came to Anne’s face as she looked up and down the corridor. “Why are you so certain he’s the one for me?” she asked quietly.

      “Very well.” Louisa threw up her hands and inhaled a calming breath. “I admit I’m growing tired of this discussion. So, how about this?” Her gaze settled on Anne’s. “You kiss Tobias under some mistletoe, and,” she held up her right forefinger, “if I’m right, if he actually is the one for you and you end up marrying him, then I promise I’ll kiss…that man.” Louisa’s jaw tightened. Had she truly just said that? Where on earth had those words come from?

      “You’ll kiss Phin?” Anne asked, clearly astonished and unfortunately not hard of hearing.

      “Yes,” Louisa ground out, regretting her thoughtless outburst already. Perhaps her head was empty after all. It was a painful thought.

      “Under some mistletoe?”

      Louisa shrugged, fighting to keep up the pretense that she had not just made the biggest mistake of her life. “I don’t care. Wherever you like.”

      Anne and Leonora exchanged shocked glances. “You heard her say it, too, didn’t you?”

      Leonora nodded. “Are you serious?” she asked Louisa. “Why would you agree to kiss someone you detest?”

      Louisa sighed, “Because I want to see her happy.” She glanced at her cousin, who had always been like another sister to her. Anne’s mother had passed away when she had been young and her father had followed his wife to the grave only a few years back, at which point Anne had come to live with the Whickerton family. “And I’m convinced she’ll never be happy with another. As I’m unable to convince her of it, I suppose this is the only way to get her to agree.” She held out her hand to Anne. “Do we have a deal?”

      Louisa prayed that Anne would not allow a great man like Tobias Hawke to slip through her fingers because she was afraid to risk their friendship. After all, was love not friendship mixed with passion?

      “You’d do that for me?” Anne asked, her eyes wide and searching.

      “Of course,” Louisa told her warmly. “I may not appear as the most compassionate person, but I want to see you matched with the man who holds your heart.” She sighed, wondering if she herself would ever find a man who would look at her the way Tobias looked at Anne. How could her cousin not see that the man loved her? “If you believe nothing else, can you at least believe that?”

      Tears pooled in Anne’s eyes, and she grasped Louisa’s hand. “Deal.”

      Louisa hoped fervently that she would not come to regret this. Kissing Phineas Hawke? That could only end in disaster. He would no doubt tease her about it endlessly. Still, for Anne’s happiness, Louisa would shoulder worse.

      Unfortunately, it was Anne’s and Tobias’s mistletoe kiss that ended in disaster!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Three


          

          A MOMENT IN THE SNOW
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      Phineas bowed his head after witnessing his brother kissing the girl he loved under some mistletoe. Indeed, it had not gone well. In fact, it could not possibly have gone worse.

      The second Lady Louisa had spirited Tobias away outside the library, Phineas had known that she was up to something. Clearly, whatever it was had to have had something to do with Anne. It seemed Lady Louisa, too, had taken note of the longing glances and shy smiles exchanged between the two of them and had decided to help them along.

      Unfortunately, her plan had backfired. Tobias was now more than ever convinced that Anne only considered him a friend. Her reluctance to kiss him had proved that beyond the shadow of a doubt. At least, as far as Tobias was concerned.

      Phineas, on the other hand, had seen Anne tremble not with reluctance, but with nerves. If he was not at all mistaken—and he rarely was—then she had been as nervous about the kiss as Tobias himself, afraid to reach for more and lose what they had.

      In the end, it took all of Phineas’ powers of persuasion to wrest a promise from his brother that he would speak to Anne again the next day. Alone and away from prying eyes.

      And by speak, Phineas meant kiss. He could only hope his brother had gotten the message. On occasion, Tobias proved a bit daft. At least, where love was concerned.

      Rounding a corner, Phineas walked across the foyer and toward the stairs, to his surprise ready to retire rather early compared to what he was used to. Indeed, contrary to general opinion, matchmaking was hard work especially when one had to deal with two utterly reluctant parties. Perhaps he simply ought to bow out and leave this up to fate!

      Still, Phineas knew he would never forgive himself if Tobias lost the woman he loved because of some kind of misunderstanding. Because that was what it was, was it not? Why was it so hard for those two lovebirds to realize how they felt? Or rather how the other felt? Was it not obvious?

      Phineas thought it was.

      “Should we not wait for her?” came Anne’s voice from down the corridor.

      Phineas pulled to a halt, then ducked into a small alcove as footsteps drew nearer.

      “It is dark out by now, and besides, she should not be out on her own, should she?”

      “She promised to stay on the terrace and Grandma Edie promised to keep an eye on her from the drawing room window,” Lady Leonora remarked, a hint of exhaustion weighing down her voice. “You know Louisa. There is no changing her mind, and my toes feel as though they’ve fallen off.”

      Anne chuckled slightly as they walked past the alcove. “Mine as well.”

      Waiting until all sounds of their footsteps had ceased, Phineas then stepped back out into the corridor, deciding to peek into the library before he stepped outside. Indeed, the thought of Lady Louisa out there by herself drew him like a moth to a flame. It was the strangest sensation, one he could not seem to shake. Still, if Lady Louisa’s grandmother was keeping an eye on her, he would rather know in advance. In truth, he had thought the old lady had already gone to sleep.

      To his surprise, Phineas did find the dowager seated in a lush armchair by the softly crackling fire in the drawing room, a thick blanket wrapped around her legs. However, the old woman’s eyes were closed tightly and soft snores drifted from her lips as her chest rose and fell with the gentle breaths of slumber.

      Phineas grinned. He could not have planned it better if he had tried!

      Careful not to make a sound, he slipped out through the side door, quickly pulling on the thick coat he had retrieved before heading over from the foyer. Indeed, Fortune seemed to smile upon him!

      The wind blew harshly, and Phineas quickly drew the warm piece of clothing around himself, momentarily stunned that Lady Louisa had decided to remain in this freezing hell a moment longer than necessary. His skin stung with the cold, which quickly began to spread along his limbs. Still, the moment his gaze fell on a cloaked figure on the edge of the terrace, every discomfort ceased to matter.

      In the dim light of the crescent moon, Phineas slowly made his way over the snow-covered terrace, fresh flakes dancing in the cold air like dancers twirling to music. He heard a soft crunch whenever his feet sank into the snow, feeling oddly reminded of snow ball fights he had fought with Tobias when they had been children. That had been long ago, and yet, the thought chased a smile onto his face.

      “I said I was fine. There is no need for you to—” Spinning around, Lady Louisa broke off when her eyes fell on him, clearly having expected anyone but him. She wore a long, dark cloak over her gown, the hood pulled down into her face. Only here and there did a blond curl peek out, its light color in stark contrast to the surrounding dark.

      “So I heard,” Phineas replied as he stepped closer. In this dim light, he could not tell if her dark green eyes were shooting fire or not, and he rather disliked that.

      “What do you want?” she demanded with narrowed eyes as well as a chilling cold in her voice that would put winter’s efforts to shame. “Have you not annoyed me enough for one day?”

      Phineas laughed, watching her wrap her arms around herself under the cloak. He wondered if it was for warmth or comfort. Did he truly unsettle her so? “It might surprise you, but it is not my goal in life to annoy you.” He chuckled, unable to help himself. “It is merely an amusing byproduct.”

      Her shoulders tensed, and she shifted her posture in a way that spoke of displeasure, if not anger. Knowing Lady Louisa, it was probably anger for whether he could see it or not, Phineas was certain that now her eyes were shooting fire at him.

      “If you will not leave,” she snarled with barely contained outrage, “then I will.” Whirling around in her haste to leave his side, Lady Louisa lost her footing on the iced-over terrace. Her arms flew out and her eyes went wide as she flailed helplessly.

      Phineas had never been one quick in his reactions; however, before he knew what was happening, he had closed the small distance remaining between them and pulled her into his arms, surprisingly steady on his feet himself.

      Her hands grasped his arms, holding on tightly as she closed her eyes and rested her head against his shoulder, exhaling a deep breath. “Thank you,” she mumbled, those two words screaming loudly of the deep shock that had stunned her into forgetting who she was speaking to. Otherwise, she never would have thanked him!

      Not in a thousand years!

      Phineas rather liked it. He liked holding her in his arms even more. She felt warm and tempting, and despite the cold air, the smell of summer seemed to linger upon her curls. He looked down into her face, her eyes still closed, and without thought, his arms tightened upon her, wishing to prolong the moment.

      Phineas knew it to be a mistake even before her eyes flew open and she grew rigid in his arms.

      “Release me!” Lady Louisa snapped a bit breathlessly, shoving against him. Clearly in need of some distance between them, she staggered a few careful steps backwards. Once she had found her footing, she brushed her hands over her gown rather distractedly, her gaze not meeting his. “Is there anything in particular you came out here to say?”

      Phineas smiled as her eyes continued to avoid his. “I did, yes.” Disliking the distance between them, he moved closer, noting the way she tensed, but held her ground. “I could not help but notice how spectacularly your endeavor to unite our two lovebirds failed tonight.”

      At his words, Lady Louisa’s head snapped up and she glared at him, her upper lip quivering with anger. “What?” She swallowed then, unable to argue that it had indeed failed. “Well, at least, I’m trying to help them. That is more than can be said for you.”

      Ignoring her jibe at him, Phineas kept his eyes fixed on her, delighting in the way she fought to draw breath while holding his gaze. “That kiss could not have gone worse, could it?” he asked conversationally, inching closer.

      Lady Louisa swallowed before her gaze darted to his mouth. Realizing where her attention had strayed, though, she jerked it back up, her cheeks blazing a deep shade of red. Or was that from the cold?

      Phineas chuckled in absolute delight. “Perhaps they’d be more successful without onlookers to spoil the fun.” Smiling at her, he deliberately moved his gaze down to trace the curve of her lips before once more meeting her eyes. “Would you not agree?”

      Although she seemed a bit flustered, Lady Louisa met his gaze without flinching. “I suppose so,” she replied, a somewhat devilish curl to her lips that he found deeply intriguing. “I’ve always thought so.”

      The smirk upon Phineas’ face died a quick death as something that—shockingly enough!—felt like red-hot jealousy shot through him at the insinuation of her in another man’s arms.

      Lady Louisa, however, grinned with delight. “Do you not agree? A man of your reputation must have an opinion on this matter.”

      Setting his jaw, Phineas stalked closer, not bothering to hide his intention for she seemed very much aware of it. Still, when he failed to slow his steps, a hint of alarm widened her eyes despite the fact that her chin rose in proud defiance. “Care to test that theory?” he asked as he leaned in closer until he could feel her breath upon his skin.

      The pulse in her neck hammered wildly, and yet, Lady Louisa remained outwardly calm. Yes, her cheeks shone in a charming red and her hands were balled into fists in front of her. Still, she did not flinch or retreat, but held her ground, a teasing smile curving those enchanting lips of hers. “I would love to,” she whispered, surprising him.

      An answering grin spread over his face. “You would?” Phineas whispered, inching closer. Temptation burnt in his veins; still, he could not shake the feeling that this was too good to be true.

      Unfortunately, the next moment proved him right. “Certainly,” Lady Louisa replied. “With anyone but you.”

      Phineas had all but seen her words coming; yet, they still felt like a punch to the stomach. “Is that so?” he growled, fighting the urge to simply pull her into his arms. Perhaps a kiss would change her mind. A good kiss, not the disastrous kind Tobias and Anne had shared.

      “It is.” Her dark green eyes remained locked on his, a daring gleam in them. “Now, if you don’t mind, I’d like to go back inside. I’m beginning to grow cold.” She made to step past him, but his arm shot out to stop her. “Let me pass!” she growled, those wide eyes of hers narrowing into slits.

      “We should work together,” Phineas heard himself suggest, realizing that he was speaking without thought, his only intention to keep her here...

      ...with him.

      A frown creased her forehead. “Work together? What do you mean?”

      “To unite our two lovebirds, of course.”

      Her lips thinned, and she shook her head. “I work alone.” She walked past him.

      “Alone you failed,” Phineas called after her. “Tobias is more determined than ever to remain friends. How does Little Annie feel about their kiss?”

      Stopping in her tracks, Lady Louisa turned to glare at him. “It is nothing more but a momentary setback,” she hissed at him. “One that shall be rectified shortly.”

      “What do you have in mind?” Phineas called after her as she reached to open the door to the drawing room.

      “That is nothing to concern yourself with, Lord Barrington,” she snapped, not even bothering to look back at him. “Good night.”

      “Good night, Lulu!” A wide grin came to Phineas’ face when she shut the door behind her with a loud bang, a clear indication that he had gotten to her. She was far from immune to him; however, he wished she would respond in a somewhat different fashion.

      “Patience,” Phineas mumbled to himself, rubbing his hands against the cold. “Good things will come to those who wait.” He certainly hoped that was true.
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