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      Arabella sat with her back straight and hands neatly folded in her lap as Uncle Nolan’s unwarranted reprimand continued on and on, even as the carriage wheel hit a rut on the road. “Although you need to attract the attention of at least one eligible gentleman this evening, I expect you to be on your best behavior. I will not tolerate—nor have my name associated with—any ill deportment.” The lecture did not stop there, however, as he rambled on about expectations, which did nothing for her self-esteem.

      She was already a bundle of nerves. An overwrought nervous wreck barely able to be seen in public. And yet, here she was in London and about to embark on her first ball—not just of the season but in her entire life, which in and of itself would be seen as quite odd given the fact that she was four and twenty and the granddaughter of a duke.

      Closing her eyes, she inhaled deeply to steady her nerves. Remembrances of her unpleasant beginnings surged to the forefront of her mind as they often did when she was anxious.

      After her mother died in childbirth, her father—so distraught over losing the love of his life, or so the story went—killed himself. For five years Arabella had been passed around between her father’s various relatives, who couldn’t be bothered with raising her until she found herself in the care of her grandmother. Grandmamma was mostly kind, albeit very strict—especially with regard to her studies—and rarely let Arabella out of her sight. Her upbringing was isolated and lonely, to say the least.

      During the many quiet hours spent at Black Hill Abbey, Arabella would allow her mind to drift, to indulge in fantasies she prayed would one day come true. She’d rest her head against her favorite plush-cushioned chairback and imagine herself married to a thoughtful and kind gentleman, with a home to call her own and surrounded by a dozen children. She inwardly giggled. Well, perhaps not a dozen but a large brood nonetheless, so that no one would ever be lonely.

      In spite of her isolated upbringing with only her grandmamma, Arabella’s heart still ached over the older woman’s passing, and not just because, once again, she found herself in the care of relatives who couldn’t be bothered with her, or that, her dreams would remain locked away for the unforeseeable future, but because Grandmamma had been the only person in the whole of England who’d even somewhat cared about Arabella.

      That was precisely the reason she was unfashionably late to Lady Staveley’s ball this evening. Her uncle and aunt had been arguing over who should take on the responsibilities of chaperoning her this season. Uncle Nolan demanded Her Grace—Arabella was not allowed to refer to her as Aunt Ciara—take on the task, while Her Grace stated she was not blood-related and hence did not feel obligated. In the end, Uncle Nolan—rather unhappily—had agreed to accompany his niece.

      Of course, any excitement Arabella may have had at the beginning of the carriage ride had been diminished by her uncle’s reminder of how she needed to make more of an effort to catch the attention of any eligible gentleman and secure a proposal as soon as possible.

      As if that reminder wasn’t bad enough, Uncle Nolan’s next remark certainly trampled on her spirits. “I intend to accept the first offer for your hand,” he stated none-too-politely.

      Arabella wanted to ask why he didn’t just auction her off, but she never spoke against her elders, or really against anyone. She’d spent her entire life worried about speaking up for fear of saying the wrong thing and being sent away. Not to mention Grandmamma’s lectures about how children should be seen and not heard, and a proper lady never corrects her elders or superiors. Since Arabella was an orphan and thus clearly inferior, she’d learned to keep any comments and opinions to herself. Inside, however, she was bursting with thoughts and ideas, the most ambitious of which was to open a home for well-bred women who’d fallen on hard times.

      “Stop fidgeting,” her uncle scolded under his breath.

      Nervous anxiety crept up her spine. She simply nodded her reply and attempted to keep her hands neatly clasped in front of her so as to not annoy her uncle further. How was she to choose a husband when all she’d ever dreamt about was love and passion? It just didn’t seem possible that she would find her heart’s desire in the span of a season. The weight of her world—a lonely world—pressed down upon her.

      Even as they alighted from the carriage and made their way inside, she continued to keep her hands clasped in front of her. Her nerves reached epic proportions as they entered the most exquisite ballroom she’d ever seen. Oh dear, how was she to survive the immense crush.

      “Ah, Lady Larder,” Uncle Nolan gleefully greeted, “it is a pleasure to see you this evening.”

      “And you, Your Grace. Where is Her Grace this evening?” Lady Larder craned her neck this way and that, as if emphasizing her point.

      “Her Grace is a little under the weather presently but will be right as rain in a day or two.” He extended his hand toward Arabella. “Allow me to introduce my niece, Miss Gledhill.”

      Arabella kept silent and stood perfectly still as Lady Larder’s scrutinizing gaze roamed over her. She swallowed hard, waiting for the woman’s criticisms, which were certain to be forthcoming.

      Lady Larder tsked several times before announcing her opinion. “She definitely does not favor her late mother. Lady Andrew Gledhill was such a rare beauty. Still, she’s not completely unfortunate looking.”

      “Yes… well, some things cannot be helped.” Uncle Nolan shook his head. “It has fallen upon me to ensure my niece finds a husband this season.”

      “Does she have any accomplishments?”

      “Quite a few. My mother was most particular about how the girl should be raised.”

      And so, the conversation continued, as if Arabella was not present.

      She should be used to such treatment, but it stung just the same. For once in her life, she wished… oh, how she wished some handsome man would charge into her life, sweep her off her feet, and whisk her away to a beautiful castle and just… love her. Pain constricted around her heart. Such fanciful dreams were, according to Grandmamma, unrealistic and dangerous to a woman’s heart. It had been instilled in Arabella to be practical and ready to serve. But therein lay the problem. She didn’t always want to be practical. She wanted to live, to be free, to dance in a meadow with a kind, intelligent, handsome man, and to share her dreams without fear of ridicule. Did such a man even exist?

      Her heart sank. She knew her place in this world, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t hope.

      As her uncle and Lady Larder strolled toward the refreshment room, Arabella walked a polite two steps behind. She was expected to keep her mouth shut and only answer if spoken to.

      A loud guffaw emanated through the space, as a trio of men made quite the spectacle of themselves whilst pretending to dance with one another. As Arabella stopped and watched the display, another man came into view. His tall height, broad shoulders, and Corinthian physique drew attention away from the others. And then he glanced her way.

      Their eyes met and some… some strange tingle Arabella had never felt before, never even imagined she could feel, coursed through her veins. Grandmamma had warned her what could happen when a woman felt. Could this be what the older woman had referred to? Certainly not. This was entirely too pleasant and exciting to be wrong.

      He must have felt it too because he started toward her, never breaking eye contact. He really was rather handsome, with chestnut brown hair and lovely blue eyes. Remember Grandmamma’s warning, her mind cautioned, while her heart begged for a chance to indulge, even if only for a little while.

      “Good evening,” he said in a deep timbre that made her insides do even more strange things. “May I have the pleasure of this next dance?”

      All words escaped her—not that she was used to conversing with handsome strangers in the first place. She simply nodded and accepted his arm. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Uncle Nolan staring at them, his features unreadable, yet unsettling just the same.

      “Is anything the matter?”

      “My chaperone appears displeased,” she whispered so as not to attract attention from those around them. Heaven help her if Uncle Nolan discovered she’d spoken ill of him.

      “I suppose I am to blame for that faux pas,” he teased lightheartedly before clarifying. “I should have delayed our meeting, secured a proper introduction, then asked permission.”

      They took their places amongst the other couples on the dance floor.

      “I’m glad you didn’t delay.” Warmth rushed into her cheeks. It was the boldest statement she’d ever made in her entire life.

      He opened his mouth as if to speak, just as the music indicated the set was to begin. Thankfully, the movements of the dance did not allow for much conversation, and she could concentrate on the steps. She could not endure another of her uncle’s lectures if she made a social gaffe.

      Concentration gave way to pleasure. Whenever their eyes met, or hands touched—albeit briefly—something electric coursed between them. She longed to know more about this handsome gentleman who’d crossed a room to ask her to dance. Was he kind? What were his interests? What was his family like?

      As they circled their partners, then came face to face once again, the enticing look in his blue eyes pulled her in, stirring emotions she had no name for. And then a thought popped into her head. What would it be like to be kissed by him?

      

      Liam was intrigued by the woman across from him. Her hair—a pleasant shade of light red—suggested a fiery side, while her green eyes grounded him on earth. There was a sweet innocence about her that reminded him of simpler, happier times, before he knew the ugly truth of what the ladies of the ton were really after—titles, money, prestige.

      As they went through the dance movements, he couldn’t help but wonder more about her. He was certain that he’d never seen her in Town before, and she was certainly not the typical debutante. She’d mentioned her chaperone, but not by name. Who was her family? He was certain his mother would have all the information he desired.

      As the music faded and sounds of the ballroom crescendoed, Liam offered his arm. “Would you care for some refreshment?”

      She worried her bottom lip before answering. “I… I should return to my uncle.” There was a hint of discontent which almost bordered on fear in her tone. He didn’t like the thought of her being fearful. “Thank you for the dance.” She smiled brightly then dashed away, disappearing in the crush.

      “Damn,” he swore under his breath. He’d lost himself in the moment and forgot to ask her name. That never happened.

      His mother suddenly appeared at his side. “What’s the matter?”

      “You didn’t happen to see the lady I was dancing with?”

      Mother placed a petite hand on his arm. “No, I did not. Has someone caught your attention?” Hope and excitement lingered in her question.

      Liam fought the urge to roll his eyes. He may have enlisted his mother, and in turn, his sister, to aid him in his quest to find a suitable wife, but Mother was rather too enthusiastic at times about her only son finally settling down.

      There were stipulations, of course. He would not dishonor his family like his father had—unrest his blackguard soul. The heartache, pain, and humiliation Father had caused Mother was burned into Liam’s soul. If only Liam had known just how much his mother had suffered by Father’s hand, he would have sent the blackguard to an early grave. Liam would never become him. When the time came to take a bride, he would be faithful, never unkind or forceful.

      Despite his past reputation as a rake, he had principles. And that was precisely why he was in no rush to marry just anyone.

      “Let’s not get too excited yet, Mother. I merely danced with a lady…” His mother smiled brightly as she nodded her head. “Why are you looking at me like that?”

      “You’re giving me hope, and that’s what I’ve dreamt about for some time, Liam.”

      Hope. Dreams. He would never share his own precious thoughts for fear they would not come true. It was a silly notion, really, but one he’d kept close to his heart. Truth be told, he’d grown weary of the life of a rake—not that he’d been overly fond of it to begin with—it always seemed as if it was expected. Boys became men, who sowed their wild oats, eventually married to acquire an heir, then took a mistress to escape an unhappy home. Liam did not want to conform to that mold. He did not want to become his father. He wanted to prove him wrong.

      “That’s what I live for, Mother, giving you hope.”

      “You don’t need to tease,” she said as she gently tapped the side of his cheek in a mock scold. “Now you will have to fend for yourself the rest of the evening.”

      “How will I ever survive?” he jested.

      Mother, in turn, taunted in a playful tone, “How indeed, my dear boy, how?”

      Liam wrapped an arm around her and brought her into a half embrace. “I adore you.”

      “I know,” was all she said before taking her leave.

      He did adore his mother and would do anything to ensure her happiness. It was the least he could do after she’d suffered for so long trying to protect her children from their father.

      Liam scanned the ballroom, hoping to catch a glimpse of the woman he’d danced with, but instead saw Dorville entering the room from one of the side corridors, looking as if the weight of the world rested upon his shoulders.

      “What’s wrong?” Liam questioned as he neared his longtime friend.

      “Nothing.” Dorville rubbed the back of his neck as he exhaled on a long sigh. “Business, just business.” He nodded toward an opposite corridor. “I know where my uncle keeps his best liquor.”

      “I’m not imbibing this evening,” Liam informed his friend. Except for a nightly glass of brandy—which his body craved, especially since giving up his mistress—and an occasional drink at his club, Liam had limited his drinking as a penitence for his previous rakish lifestyle.

      “Well, then, keep me company. I could use a friend.” Dorville did not wait for a response but trudged away in the direction of Lord Staveley’s study.

      Dorville’s statement caught Liam off guard and was cause for much concern. He must have had a row with his uncle about the state of his finances. In Dorville’s defense, he was not the primary cause of his current financial woes; his father had left him with a mountain of debt upon his passing.

      The moment Liam entered the study, a shiver ran down his body. The cold and stoic room mirrored its owner’s personality. At least Lord Staveley knew how to handle his finances, unlike Dorville, who was always looking for a quick and easy solution. Liam had learned years ago that nothing was ever quick or easy.

      After lighting several candles, Dorville went straight to a large, elegant cabinet and pulled open its glass doors before beginning to gather various bottles.

      “Is your uncle making demands again?” Liam inquired as he stared at the portrait of Lord Staveley that hung over the fireplace. It was quite astonishing how similar Staveley and Dorville were in appearance. Both possessed a thin, straight nose, high cheekbones, wide forehead, dark foreboding eyes, and a thick neck. Apart from the age difference, one would think they were brothers.

      Dorville replied over his shoulder while mixing some combination of liquor into a decanter. “Yes… my uncle.” There was a slight pause before he continued. “He is still set on seeing me married and has kindly extended the deadline to Michelmas.”

      “Kind indeed.” At least he had no deadline looming over him. Liam was in no rush to marry, and besides, these things took time. He wanted to thoroughly get to know the woman he was to wed, for them to share similar interests, and for there to be attraction.

      “We suffer the same fate, my friend. I have my uncle breathing down my neck, threatening to halt any aid, and you have⁠—”

      Quite possibly have found a woman different from all the rest. He looked forward to calling on his mystery lady in the near future and knowing her better.

      Dorville strolled over to where Liam was standing. He raised one of the two glasses he carried and said, “One toast with a friend.”

      Liam took the offered glass, which he truly had no intention of drinking, and sniffed the dark liquid, but couldn’t distinguish any one particular spirit. “What is it?”

      “A concoction I’ve been perfecting.” Dorville took a small sip, then inhaled deeply as if the weight of the world was slowly dissipating from his body.

      Liam started to hand the glass back to his friend.

      “Come on, a drink or two won’t hurt. It’s taken much more than this to bring the mighty Lord Kenwreck to his knees,” Dorville jested.

      “You know I detest that nickname from our old school days.”

      “I do, and that’s why I still use it,” Dorville said with a chuckle, then took another sip.

      Perhaps he could enjoy a drink from time to time amongst friends. It wasn’t as if he was doing anything wrong. He wasn’t reverting to his old way of life—imbibing too much, gambling a little, then searching for a woman to warm his bed. It was just a drink. What harm could it cause?

      “Perhaps I shall indulge in a solitary toast.” Liam lifted the glass. “Here’s to friendship.” He took one long sip. His body instantly warmed, then settled into a relaxed state.

      “What do you think?”

      “Of your concoction?” Liam downed the remaining contents of the glass. “Bitter.” And quite strong.

      Dorville went to the sideboard and pulled out another glass. “My uncle’s finest brandy.” He brought it over.

      Liam inhaled the rich aromatic scent before taking a sip. The familiar spicy warmth lingered on his tongue before gliding down his throat. “Better, much better.”

      His surroundings softened. It had been too long since he last imbibed, Liam thought, as he glanced about the room, the tension leaving his body completely. It had been years since he was this affected by just a couple of drinks.

      He handed Dorville his empty glass. “No more for me.” The room swayed slightly. He closed his eyes and inhaled deeply, fighting the effect of the libations. A moment or two and he would be just fine.

      “We’d better make our presence known in the ballroom before my uncle comes searching for me.” Liam watched as Dorville downed another glass before strolling toward the door. He used to be able to hold his own when drinking. Clearly those days had passed.

      As they departed the study, the sound of music and laughter rose, echoing in Liam’s ears. Thoughts of a red-headed beauty tempted his mind. He desperately hoped he could find…

      He grabbed Dorville’s shoulder to halt his progress, or was it to steady his balance? “Did you see the woman I was dancing with earlier?”

      “The one…” there was a moment’s hesitation, or did Liam just imagine it? “With light red hair?”

      “Yes!”

      “She’s quite fetching, and her plump lips…” Dorville continued to talk about the lady’s fine physical attributes as Liam desperately tried to focus on his footsteps.

      Several seconds, or perhaps minutes later, they entered the main hall. Excessive chatter mingled with the Allemande, colliding in his head. Two drinks and this was what happened? Perhaps it was time to give up drinking entirely.

      “There she is.”

      Liam followed the direction in which Dorville was pointing, his gaze coming to rest on the lovely lady who’d occupied his thoughts all evening. Want and need coursed through his body. Her lips were plump and quite kissable, in fact.

      Without further thought, he walked straight toward her and…
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      One moment Arabella was admiring the handsome man she’d danced with earlier as he approached her, and in the next, she’d been swept into his arms as his mouth was covering hers with a hungry desire that sent tingles shooting throughout her body.

      She’d always dreamt of what it would be like to be kissed. This far exceeded her imagination! She was wrapped in an intoxicating embrace of spice and brandy, his lips soft and coaxing, tantalizing. He ran one hand down her back….

      Wait! She was being kissed in the middle of the ballroom!

      Reality slashed through the moment, sending her dream spiraling down into a dark hole. Yes, they’d danced, and there seemed to be a mutual attraction, but that hardly gave him the right to⁠—

      “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” Uncle Nolan’s angry words tore through the air as her handsome mystery man was pulled away from her. “I demand answers, Lord Kenwreck.”

      Confused blue eyes stared at Uncle Nolan before dawning set in. The gentleman’s gaze then shifted, centering on Arabella. Panic and regret clouded his features, further destroying the pleasure she’d just experienced.

      Just then an elegant older woman rushed past the gossiping guests. “What have you done?”

      The handsome man’s hand shook as he ran it through his hair. “I…”

      “Are you intoxicated?” the woman questioned with incredulity.

      He swayed slightly as he opened his mouth as if to speak. One moment he was standing, the next, his eyes rolled into the back of his head and he slithered to the floor.

      And just like that, Arabella’s life took a turn into the unknown yet again.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Arabella sat straight, her hands folded in her lap, and mouth clamped tight, as her uncle and Her Grace discussed her future. She still could not comprehend all that had happened last night. And things had only worsened with daylight.

      Here she was, yet again, a stranger in the home of relatives where she’d been living since arriving in London, her future being discussed as if she were not present.

      “They will marry by special license immediately,” Uncle Nolan stated. Arabella watched as he strolled about the room, calculating his next thought.

      “I agree. The sooner this is over and done with, the sooner the gossips can find something else to chatter on about.” Her Grace whipped open her fan and fervently waved the elegant pink and gold silk object. “I still cannot believe all the trouble the girl has caused.”

      “Mmm, yes.” Uncle glanced her way for only a moment before shaking his head. “Although, this is turning out better than…” He clamped his mouth shut, then quickly changed the subject. “It’s truly a shame I mentioned the size of her dowry at my club when I first learned the child would be thrust upon us. Could have saved us some money.”

      Child? Arabella wanted to argue that she was a fully grown woman… Without the means to survive on your own. That realization made her keep her comments to herself.
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