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      Tobias sat in the cozy sitting room as a fire crackled merrily in the hearth. Around him, a small group of lords chatted amicably as they waited for the ladies to return from their outing in the village.

      All four of his sisters had congregated at the home of the Earl of Rushton and his sister Serena to celebrate the Christmastide season.

      Outside, errant snowflakes dotted the air, only adding to the winter wonderland that artfully decorated the celebration. 

      What a difference a year made. Last year, his sisters had been floundering after the loss of their parents and this year…all four of them were wed.

      A fact that made him alternately relieved and pensive. He was happy that they’d found men who loved them and cared for their hearts and their lives. Elated that they were starting families. The eldest of his four sisters, Sophie, looked fit to burst with her first child. Probably why her husband, the Duke of Barton, sat across from Tobias now looking like a cat who’d gotten into the cream. His satisfied smile was trained directly at Tobias.

      Which, coincidentally, was the reason Tobias was so pensive. They were planning something. And by they he meant his four sisters and their husbands. They considered themselves so clever, inviting him here, adding a few extra guests to the list so that he would not realize the entire party was a trap. A marriage trap. 

      A ruse to try and pair him with the Dowager Baroness Duxbury. Let them try. He was not about to play the fool. 

      There had been subtle hints about her arrival, peppered with comments about her beauty. Followed by reminders of how happy he’d be if only he settled down. Started a family too.

      He loved his sisters more than anything in the world and their husbands were the best of men, but his sisters were schemers, the lot of them. They’d plotted their way into a house party last year that had made excellent matches for themselves, he could grant them that. But this Christmastide, the four former Maxwell sisters planned to do the same to him, and Tobias was having none of it. 

      If the last few years of taking over the earldom and learning to manage his vast properties had taught him anything, it was to be commanding, quick witted, and decisive. 

      Which was why he intended to nip whatever plans they had in the bud before they could mature. 

      He did not wish to wed yet and no amount of covert planning on his sisters’ part was going to change that. He’d only just managed to settle into a routine where he felt competent as an earl, happy as the head of the family, satisfied with the investments he’d made. The last thing he needed to do was throw another element into his life in the form of a wife. 

      And certainly not one chosen by his sisters. When the time was right, he was well able to choose his own bride, thank you very much.

      “Evans,” Barton tapped the arm of Tobias’ chair. The man’s midnight hair and almost gothic appearance might have frightened another man, but Tobias had seen the duke dote on Sophie too often to see him as anything other than a smitten husband. Barton tilted his chin toward the other duke in the room, the Duke of Amesbury. “Are you listening?” 

      Had Amesbury spoken to him when he’d been lost in thought? Blast.

      “Apologies, Your Grace,” he mumbled. “The snow has my mind wandering.”

      Amesbury waved a hand. “Think nothing of it, Lord Evans, I was just telling the others about the school my wife and I recently purchased. She attended herself. It’s where we met, actually. Well, we met in the square in Mayfair in front of the school…” The duke chuckled but Tobias inwardly groaned. Someone needed to save him from another mawkish story about a couple falling in love. 

      It wasn’t that he was so very opposed to romance. He was certain he’d like to fall in love someday…just not now. And not because everyone else was doing it. “You purchased a school?”

      “That’s right,” Amesbury nodded. “The headmistress would like to focus exclusively on teaching and there were repairs that needed attention. We’ll take care of all those details, leaving Madame Beauchamp to do what she does best.”

      “What’s that?” Lord Rushton, or Rush, asked as he brushed a quick hand through his sandy hair, his blue eyes crinkly as he listened attentively to the normally quiet duke. 

      Amesbury was known for being dark and mysterious but Tobias had found the man was merely happy to allow his vivacious wife to take the lead in most social situations. The great mystery, apparently, was that he preferred to be quiet. 

      Except for today.

      Which made Tobias’ lack of attention all the more rude. It was just that he’d been attempting to devise a plan to remove himself from whatever plan his sisters had concocted and he had finally landed on a good idea. 

      He’d be direct. Upfront. And when the widowed baroness arrived, he’d simply pull her aside and tell her the truth. He was not interested in marriage. Not with her. Not with anyone.

      Decision made, he focused back on the conversation.

      “Madame Beauchamp is the most excellent teacher of young ladies. She’s able to take even the most quiet or frightened wallflower and turn her into a radiant debutante.” Then Amesbury leaned closer, looking Tobias directly in the eye. “I could make some introductions to some of the students if you’d like.”

      Tobias swallowed down his groan. Even the Duke of Amesbury was attempting to play matchmaker? What had gotten into everyone? “That’s a kind offer but⁠—”  

      He was spared from thinking of an explanation as female laughter floated down the hall. The women had returned. 

      Every man stood, the conversation forgotten as the air in the room shifted. Anticipation. That was all Tobias could think as the men subtly shifted, Rush near bouncing on the balls of his feet as they waited for the women to enter. 

      With a shake of his head, Tobias relaxed back on his heels as his sisters began to enter the room. Sophie came first, her dark hair glistening in the afternoon light, her body slow and heavy with child as Serena and Sarah stood on either side of her, each with an arm linked through their eldest sister’s. 

      Samantha entered behind them the Duchess of Amesbury on her right. The men swarmed the women, each taking his wife’s arm as a happy hum of greetings filled the room. Tobias smiled, glad to see all of his sisters so happily settled.

      And that’s when he saw her. Baroness Duxbury. She stood at the back of the group, a fragile beauty with her blonde hair loosely coiffed, a few errant pieces artfully falling about her face and highlighting her large hazel eyes. Those eyes met his as her lips turned up, a slight grin playing at the corners of her mouth. 

      He’d forgotten how beautiful she was. They’d met a few times. At Serena’s wedding to Lord Rushton this past spring. The house party last Christmastide. But he’d avoided her mostly. To be fair, he avoided most eligible women these days. It was easier.

      He cut through the group, reaching her side as her smile spread across her face, her eyes sparkling in greeting. 

      “Baroness Duxbury,” he said as he stopped in front of her, giving a quick bow. “A pleasure to see you again.”

      “And you, my lord,” she murmured in return as she dipped into a curtsey. “It’s wonderful to spend another Christmastide with your family.”

      “Most kind,” he answered, attempting to decide how best to proceed. He didn’t wish to be too abrupt, but also, it would be best for both of them to get this entire business out of the way as quickly as possible. “I wonder. Might I have a quick word?” 

      “Of course.” Her brows drew together as she cocked her head to the side.

      He lifted his hand to gesture that they might step out into the hall. She started toward the doorway without a word and he was struck by her poise. Her hands folded as she walked, her back straight, the length of her neck exposed by the intricate styling of her hair. He found his gaze sweeping down the long gentle curve of it until her velvety skin disappeared into the fischu at the neck of her gown. 

      She stopped just outside the door, turning to face him and snapping his thoughts back to the conversation he wished to have. 

      “Is everything all right, my lord?” she asked as her gaze once again met his, hers full of concern.

      He winced slightly. He hadn’t meant to worry her. Only to…his mouth turned down. Only to reject her before they’d hardly even said hello. 

      He ran a hand through his dark brown hair, wondering if he’d erred. This plan had seemed so logical with everyone’s not-so-subtle hints peppering him constantly. 

      But those had not come from Lady Duxbury. He drew in a deep breath, filling his lungs, as he started. “Everything is fine, Lady Duxbury. My apologies for making you worry.”

      Her expression lightening again, her lips spread into a smile that only highlighted the perfection of her cheekbones and the fullness of her lips. “No apology required. I made an assumption, because we’ve never conversed before and…” Her words trailed off. “Tell me. What did you wish to speak with me about?”

      He swallowed as he noted the heart shape of her face, her petite frame making him somehow feel even larger. He wasn’t a small man but he wasn’t nearly as tall as Barton, for example. 

      But with her…

      “My sisters love me dearly. And I them, but…” He paused drawing in another breath. “I am afraid that they can get overly exuberant in their planning.”

      “Planning?” She asked, her brows drawing together once again before they relaxed into a knowing look. “Have they planned a ridiculous number of events for this house party?” She waved her hand. “Not to worry, I can assure you I have all the vim and vigor necessary for such a schedule.”

      Tobias swallowed down another lump. Because vim and vigor were rather attractive on this woman. And quite without meaning to, he began to picture what holding her in his arms might be like. Would she kiss him with vigor?

      He shook his head at the ridiculousness of the thought. He was here to tell her he did not, under any circumstances, wish to court her. He should not be thinking about kissing her. “It isn’t the schedule I’m concerned about, actually.”

      Blast. His voice sounded rough and gravelly, like he’d just exercised or… 

      He tried to focus. 

      “No?” Her gaze turned thoughtful as she moved a touch closer. And that’s when he caught a whiff of her scent. Fresh air with a touch of cinnamon. It was beyond delicious. “What is it then?”

      Concentrate, you buffoon. His teeth clenched as he looked down at her. “They fancy themselves matchmakers.”

      Her eyes, already large, widened further as her lips parted. “Oh dear.”

      “Precisely,” he said, his mouth forming a grim line. “And while you are truly lovely⁠—”

      “Thank you,” she said, her eyes returning to their normal size and twinkling with amusement. 

      Why would his words be funny? Did she not think him attractive? He’d not considered that. Most women found him to be chivalrous, and handsome, and…

      How had he managed to get defensive? She’d uttered the words thank you. “You’re welcome.”

      She cocked her head to the side once again. “You were saying?”

      What had gotten into him today? He looked into her eyes again, his breath expanding his chest as he focused back on his agenda. “Yes. While my sisters fancy themselves matchmakers, and I am sure you are a most excellent candidate, I must inform you that I am not in the market for a wife.”

      Her lips parted, a pause filling the air between them as he waited for her to say something.

      Anything. 

      Had he hurt her feelings? Had he made a terrible mistake? Ruined their Christmastide festivities?

      He pulled his neck straighter, the tension crackling between them as her lips pinched and a muscle in her cheeks twitched…oh blast. Had he offended her?

      One thing was certain. He’d gone about this all wrong, and he’d have to apologize. He took a deep breath, bracing himself for her response. An angry retort or…

      Oh Lord, please don’t let it be tears.

      “Lady Duxbury, please allow me to⁠—”

      But he was too late. A sound escaped that could only be described as…

      Laughter? No. that couldn’t be right.
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