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      Sonia Broadbent stepped from the parquet-floored hall of the Duke of Ashford’s lavish Berkley Square mansion to the crush inside the large double drawing room and halted in dismay.

      “Oh, dear.” She tightened her grip on the glass of ratafia she’d been sipping before it could slip from her fingers.

      “What is it, darling?” her aunt Margot asked in concern. Aunt Margot’s gaze went to what—or whom—Sonia had seen among the guests at the soiree, and her round face lit up under her green and gold turban. “It’s that polite Mr. Townsend. How delightful.”

      Sonia smothered a groan. There was nothing wrong with Mr. Townsend, the steadfast suitor who’d continued to turn up at her Grosvenor Square home when other suitors, discouraged, had faded away. Mr. Townsend had not visited often enough to cause talk, of course. He would never do anything so ill-mannered.

      Or so exciting. Mr. Townsend, as courteous as he was, could be hopelessly dull.

      Sonia rid herself of the half-drunk glass and forced her smile into place as she and Aunt Margot met Mr. Townsend in the middle of the crowded drawing room. Sonia even managed a curtsy that appeared as genial as his bow.

      “Good evening, Mrs. Spencer.” Mr. Townsend greeted Aunt Margot first, as he should. “Good evening, Miss Broadbent.”

      “Mr. Townsend,” Sonia chorused with her aunt.

      Mr. Townsend, Sonia had to admit, was a handsome enough gentleman. His thick dark hair was cut short, military fashion, which suited his angular face. His tall frame filled out his subdued suit—not for him the colorful waistcoats and glittering pins of the other gentlemen here. Mr. Townsend stuck to ivory for waistcoat and cravat, the only relief in the black of his suit.

      “The weather was fine today,” Mr. Townsend observed. A simple statement, with no following opinion on London’s fickle climate. An opinion might be considered remotely interesting.

      “Indeed, quite fine,” Sonia answered. Aunt Margot also agreed that the weather had been astonishingly good.

      Sonia hoped Mr. Townsend would be content with this exchange and turn to other guests, but no, he remained rooted to the carpet.

      “I have heard it might rain tomorrow,” Mr. Townsend went on. “Perhaps even snow in the north.”

      “Good for the land,” Sonia said dutifully. “Though perhaps not for us London dwellers. My shoes become painfully muddy.”

      Mr. Townsend’s pleasant expression did not change. “A hazard of living in the city. I have overshoes, which keep the mud off very well.”

      Sonia couldn’t stop a glance at his footwear. Mr. Townsend wore long trousers, as was fashionable, which brushed the tops of his black, plain, and serviceable shoes.

      “How helpful for you.” Sonia’s stiff smile made her face ache.

      “It is indeed helpful,” Mr. Townsend said.

      “Fascinating,” Aunt Margot gushed. “We ladies wear a sturdy pair of shoes to keep off the weather, and change into our fine slippers once we reach our destination.”

      Mr. Townsend appeared to find this amazing. “Very practical.”

      He studied Sonia from dark blue eyes in a face that had been weathered, likely during his army days. Sonia had heard that Mr. Townsend had been much praised for his bravery on the battlefield during Waterloo and in the Peninsular War before that.

      One would think that such a life would make him full of riveting tales, but Mr. Townsend rarely remarked on anything so gripping. His topics were the weather, the latest lecture he’d attended, or the latest musicale he’d enjoyed. While a lecture or a concert might be entertaining, Mr. Townsend found little to say about them beyond who did the lecturing or played the music, and how many people attended.

      Aunt Margot broke the impasse when she caught sight of one of her cronies and waved exuberantly to her over the crowd.

      “Do excuse me, Mr. Townsend,” Aunt Margot breezed. “I must greet Lady Baldwin. Haven’t seen her in a donkey’s age. Will you take care of Miss Broadbent for me? Thank you, dear boy.”

      Without waiting for Mr. Townsend’s answer, her aunt dropped Sonia’s arm and skimmed away, Sonia gazing after her in distress.

      Sonia turned to Mr. Townsend, hoping he’d not noted her obvious loathing to be alone with him. As much as Sonia found the man awkward and tedious, there was nothing wrong with him. He was always courteous and had no arrogance or unkindness that she could detect. Perhaps he was simply shy. He didn’t deserve her rudeness.

      She groped for words that would allow her to flee to her own friends, but Mr. Townsend held out his arm. “Perhaps a turn in the garden, Miss Broadbent? The duchess has lit it so well that it is almost as bright as afternoon.”

      Any other man would be exaggerating, but Sonia guessed that Mr. Townsend had probably measured and compared the illumination precisely.

      “It is rather cold,” she began.

      “It is warm for this time of year,” Mr. Townsend said. “I believe we agreed the weather was fine today.”

      Again, she’d suspect another of her gentleman callers to be making a joke, but Mr. Townsend’s face was straight. Did she detect a flicker of humor in his eyes? Or was that a trick of the candlelight?

      “Very well.” She managed to say it civilly.

      Sonia placed her hand on his arm, which she noted was quite strong. He must have been a skilled soldier. One of her suitors had speculated that Mr. Townsend had been successful in battle because he’d bored the enemy to death. Sonia had come to Mr. Townsend’s defense, but she’d had to suppress a chuckle.

      One turn about the Duchess of Ashford’s lovely garden, Sonia decided, and then she could escape. She steeled herself for more inane conversation and allowed Mr. Townsend to lead her through the drawing room and out the open doors to the garden.

      Mr. Townsend had been correct that the evening was warm for early March—lack of wind kept the air cool but tolerable. Paper lanterns swayed above the walks, their illumination a pleasant glow.

      Many guests had come out to enjoy the excellent weather, ensuring that Sonia and Mr. Townsend could walk together without scandal. Also, Mr. Townsend had such a stellar reputation that no one would suspect him of untoward designs.

      Sonia did not welcome untoward designs—in fact, Aunt Margot had firmly barred the house, to Sonia’s satisfaction, to two gentlemen last year after they’d tried to corner Sonia for kisses.

      However, she wished Mr. Townsend would look at her as though she was more than an automaton in a golden gown embroidered with rosebuds. When he gazed down at her from time to time, she found no warmth, desire, passion, or interest in his eyes whatsoever.

      Aunt Margot liked Mr. Townsend, and Gemma, Sonia’s dear step-mama, did as well. Sonia knew that both hoped he’d propose.

      Sonia envisioned a lifetime of staring down the table at Mr. Townsend while he made the same remarks upon the weather day in and day out and shuddered.

      “Are you chilled, Miss Broadbent?” Mr. Townsend asked. “Let us take this pathway. It is more sheltered.”

      “Thank you, Mr. Townsend.”

      Sonia bit the inside of her lip to keep from snapping at him. Not his fault that he was so hopeless.

      As soon as Sonia had formed the thought, Mr. Townsend abruptly went rigid and pulled Sonia to an unceremonious halt.

      The pathway he’d guided her into was more deserted than the others, the walk circling toward the rear wall of the garden and the duke’s prized rosebushes. Fewer lanterns hung here, letting the true darkness of the night plunge parts of the path into deep shadow.

      Striding toward them were two gentlemen dressed in military uniforms unfamiliar to her. Though the war against Bonaparte was over, the Corsican penned up on an island in the Atlantic, officers from countries that had allied with Britain continued to visit or reside in London. Uniforms from Austria, Russia, and German states could be seen every day on the streets, in the theatres, and the parks. These gentlemen might be Austrian, Sonia thought, though the uniforms didn’t look quite right.

      Mr. Townsend seized Sonia’s hand in a firm grip, his body thrumming with tension. The neutral light in his eyes vanished, replaced by grim hardness that made him a different man entirely.

      His arm around Sonia’s waist guided her unyieldingly into a niche next to the path, where a stone urn glowed faintly in the shadows.

      “Miss Broadbent, forgive me.”

      “For—?”

      Sonia had time for only the one word before Mr. Townsend’s solid arms were around her, he pulling them into the darkness beside the urn. The breath she drew cut off as Mr. Townsend scooped her against him and kissed her hard on the mouth.
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      Sonia’s lips were hot and pliant, the lady kissing Dominik back with alacrity. Her body beneath his hands held curves he longed to explore.

      Dominik hated that he’d compromised the beautiful, sweet, innocent Sonia, but at the same time he rejoiced in the vibrant touch of her mouth and her impassioned response.

      He tasted the sweet ratafia he’d watched her imbibe before he’d made his way to her. The way she’d held the glass, her hand graceful as she’d raised it to her red, lush lips, had made Dominik forget he was supposed to be a gentleman.

      Sonia’s hot breath brushed his cheek, and her heart banged in the chest that was pressed tightly against his.

      Behind him, a breeze stirred as the two Hungarian hussars—what the devil were they doing here?—strode past.

      Dominik heard the crunch of boots on the path as they made for the house, the two speaking together in their native tongue. Their conversation was inconsequential. So many lanterns. The duke certainly indulges his wife.

      Nothing about Dominik. Perhaps Ashford had invited them, and their presence at a soiree he attended was a coincidence. Except that Dominik didn’t believe in coincidence.

      Sonia moved in his embrace, a small sound escaping her mouth. Dominik should release her now, apologize profusely, walk away, never see her again.

      Instead, he deepened the kiss, drinking her in, this woman who had been the light in his darkness.

      Sonia clasped his arms, clinging to him while she kissed him hungrily, if clumsily. His sweetheart was not skilled in kissing, but Dominik didn’t mind at all. He could teach her …

      That thought invaded Dominik’s mind along with the fantasies he’d tried to banish since he’d met her. The fantasies inflamed themselves to something intense, making him gasp and break the kiss.

      Sonia gazed up at him, desire clouding her blue eyes, then she sucked in a sharp breath and tried to step away, her back connecting with the brick wall behind her.

      “Mr. Townsend, I— I—” Her breathless stammering smote Dominik’s heart.

      “Miss Broadbent, please forgive me,” Dominik said swiftly. “That was uncalled for, boorish. Terrible.” Dominik caught his English accent slipping away, the one he’d cultivated during his long years at Eton and Cambridge. The cadence of his youth in the achingly beautiful hills along Lake Balaton crept back.

      “No.” Sonia’s breathlessness eased, and she rested her fingertips on his ivory waistcoat. “Not boorish. Not terrible.”

      The touch burned him. Dominik cupped her shoulders, wanting to never let her go.

      “Please know that I do not think you dishonorable,” he said. “It is I who have acted dishonorably⁠—”

      “Don’t.” Sonia kept her hand on his chest, her voice gentling. “I should not have let you, but the thing is done.” Her throat moved, her face flushing in the dim light. “Will you tell me why?”

      “Why I kissed you?” Dominik couldn’t explain to this flower of a woman that he’d been desperate to hide from two men who threatened his demise. The true reason would insult her, crush her feelings.

      On the other hand, there was more than one truth.

      “I wanted to.” Dominik brushed a lock of hair from her cheek. “I have been wanting to kiss you for the longest time.”

      Since he’d met her at a ball in her debut year, in fact. He’d danced with her once, then leapt at the excuse to call on her as often as possible. Dominik had known he could never court her properly and expected for her engagement to be announced any day to one of the pups who prostrated themselves at her feet. In the meantime, Dominik could bask in her presence, enjoy her smiles, her laughter, her conversation.

      “Oh.” Sonia’s voice held wonder. “Why have you waited?”

      “Very few opportunities. You have always been surrounded.”

      “That is true.” Sonia’s wavering smile pierced his heart.

      It struck Dominik that she was not unduly upset. Not weeping, or accusing, wrenching herself away as she should from a cad who had just kissed her so thoroughly. Instead, she stood calmly before him and asked him why.

      Because, Dominik realized with growing warmth, she trusted him.

      Sonia wasn’t enamored with him, he knew. He’d caught her gazing at him in exasperation while he hid behind lackluster conversation. Remarks about the weather and the latest entertainments in London allowed him to mask the truth of himself.

      His uninteresting exchanges with her, and the fact that no one ever said a bad word about Dominik Townsend—very few words at all—had made her believe he was a good man, if a monotonous one.

      Sonia trusted him. The gods were gracious.

      “Again, I apologize to you,” Dominik said. “I don’t believe anyone saw.”

      Only two men he knew were dishonorable, and he didn’t think they’d paid him and Sonia any heed. Dominik had been just another swain seducing his lady in the relative privacy of the dark path.

      “That is a mercy.” Sonia let out a breath. “I am talked about enough as it is.”

      Dominik didn’t like that. Sonia was an angel, untainted, not like some ladies of the ton who were enmeshed in schemes and intrigues that would shock a courtesan. Some of them were courtesans.

      “Why are you talked about?” he asked. “No one should be so discourteous.”

      “Have you not heard? Sonia Broadbent did not make a betrothal in her last two Seasons.” She fluttered her hand before her face as though scandalized. “Her stepmother was an overly amorous woman. Perhaps such things rubbed off on Miss Broadbent, and she frightened away the most eligible young gentlemen.”

      Dominik’s ire rose. “Those eligible young gentlemen are fools to desert you.”

      “Always so kind.” Sonia truly looked at him. She always had, even if with the hope that he’d go away. “It was I who deserted them.”

      “Pardon?” Dominik found his hands holding hers, which felt right. “How so?”

      “I was too choosy.” Sonia shrugged, but pain flashed in her eyes. “A few hinted that they would propose, but I steered them away. Aunt Margot and Gemma told me I could make up my own mind. The truth is, I have met no gentleman I wish to marry.” Her mouth took on a wry twist. “I believe my aunt and stepmother are thoroughly vexed with me.”

      Dominik hid his rejoicing at her answer, selfishly glad she hadn’t fallen madly in love with anyone. “Marriage shouldn’t be undertaken lightly. Does the wedding service not say that? I’ve witnessed disastrous marriages in the name of alliances.”

      “As have I.” Sonia shivered.

      Dominik realized they were standing in the cold, which had increased since they’d left the house, though his blood still seared from the very passionate kiss they’d just shared.

      “We must return you indoors.” Dominik tucked her arm through his, pulling her to his side. He’d never forgive himself if she grew ill because he’d dragged her out here.

      “Yes, indeed,” Sonia agreed.

      She leaned into him, letting his long stride propel her back to the main walk. The lanterns threw their bright light over the shrubs and trees, rendering the scene unreal.

      The fire inside Dominik was very real. Sonia’s kiss had awakened him from his self-imposed slumber.

      “Ah, Sonia.” Margot Spencer, her tall turban casting a shadow, rounded a stand of rhododendron and halted before them, skirts swirling about her high-heeled red boots. “There you are. Your step-mama is inquiring about you. She is in the duchess’s bedroom—Gemma is feeling delicate.”

      Sonia jumped, jerking her hand from Dominik’s arm.

      “Oh. Yes, I will attend her.” Sonia swept Dominik a brief curtsy. “Please excuse me, Mr. Townsend.”

      “Not at all. Shall I escort you⁠—?”

      “No need. I know the way.”

      Before Dominik could say another word, Sonia gathered her skirts and hurried toward the house, the gaiety inside swallowing her.

      Dominik was cold and bereft without her beside him. Her warmth had stirred something in him that hadn’t been touched in many a year.

      Mrs. Spencer peered at him, brows lowering. “Are you perhaps feeling delicate as well, Mr. Townsend? You look flushed.”

      “I am in excellent health, thank you, madam.” Dominik gave her a polite bow. “I believe I will retire, however. It is colder than I thought. Please give Miss Broadbent my best wishes for a good evening.”

      “You can give her your wishes yourself, when you visit her on the morrow, which is Wednesday. You always call on a Wednesday.”
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