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          VIOLA

        

      

    

    
      Mrs. Viola Cartwright traced a length of roller-printed linen and sighed. The fine fabric slipped beneath her gloved hand as smoothly as silk. If only the dressmaker hadn’t asked her to keep her gloves in place, Viola would have removed one—discreetly—to enjoy the texture of material that had been out of reach until a few months ago. Before then, had she tried touching delicate, expensive cloth, the dressmaker would likely have slapped her hand away instead of gently reminding her not to smudge the wares.

      Absorbed in making her selections, Viola sensed a presence at her back before a whisper-light touch brushed the scant inch of exposed skin between her sleeve and the edge of her thin cotton gloves. Viola jolted.

      “Oh, it’s you,” she breathed, glancing up over her shoulder. The room suddenly grew heated. Viola’s corset laces mysteriously tightened, threatening to constrict the breath right out of her.

      Lord Dalton had that effect on her. Likely, he had this effect on many women. Viola greedily wished she could keep this man’s blood-stirring regard all for herself. She imagined that half the women in London felt the same way.

      Late last summer, she’d arrived on her grandmother’s doorstep with little more than the clothes on her back, and her eight-year-old-son and lovelorn younger sister in tow. Within a few short weeks, Harper had married Edward Northcote, the heir to the earl of Briarcliff, to the surprise of just about everyone. The couple’s first wedding had been an overwrought fiasco, followed promptly by a fire that had burned the Briarcliff town residence to its foundation. It was whispered that Richard, Edward’s younger brother, had caused the fire in which the previous earl had collapsed and died.

      Harper and Edward remained in the country, adapting to their new lives. But Viola had decided to return to London for most of December. After spending fifteen years on a farm near Upper Cotwarren, a hamlet in the north of England, she’d taken to city life with an enthusiasm her sister and new brother-in-law lacked.

      “I didn’t mean to startle you,” Dalton murmured, his hand hovering near hers. It had been months since their last meeting. What was he doing here, in a dressmaker’s shop?

      The answer stood behind him, a tiny girl in a blue wool dress. A heap of outerwear overflowed the child’s arms as she struggled to contain a velvet cloak and wool cap. She must be Dalton’s daughter, four-year-old Emily.

      “Here, Papa.”

      She dumped the pile at her father. Dalton accepted the bundle of damp fabric. Emily scampered off, led by a seamstress, to look at pictures of children’s clothes.

      “She’s grown a full two inches since her birthday. Nothing fits her anymore,” Dalton complained with affectionate pride.

      “I know the feeling. Matthew’s outgrown two pairs of shoes since last summer.” Never mind that the first pair had been woefully too tight to begin with. Five months ago, Viola had lost her home in Upper Cotwarren in the northern parts of England. Too-tight shoes had not been her primary concern. Penniless and homeless, Viola and Matthew had been forced to travel to London with her sister, Harper, to find their long-lost grandmother, Baroness Landor. The whirlwind of her sister’s marriage to the Earl of Briarcliff’s heir still made Viola’s head spin when she tried to think of all the changes her family had weathered in such a short time.

      “Has he now?” A slow grin spread across Dalton’s sensual lips. Oh, the man was handsome. Her heart fluttered at the thought that she, lowly Viola Cartwright, nee Forsythe, appealed to a young buck like Dalton. The four-year age gap between them was not in her favor, either.

      “Yes. He’s off to school in January.” Which would leave her all alone. Viola brushed away the thought like a cobweb. “I’m here to order his school wardrobe.”

      “Eton?” Dalton asked idly as he shifted the bundle of his daughter’s clothing from one arm to the other. A second seamstress appeared to relieve him from the burden. Viola mused that the shop was well-staffed—a luxury she had never experienced before a few months ago. It was all for the best the dressmaker wanted her to leave her gloves on. Viola’s chapped and scarred hands were as unfit for fine company as they were for fine fabric.

      “Bainbridge,” Viola replied. It was the nearest competitor to Eton. Only her new brother-in-law’s notoriety had secured Matthew a place. Her sister’s newfound status as a countess had brought with it unimaginable advantages. Viola was determined to enjoy every single one.

      Dalton’s dark gaze, like brown sugar caramelized over a flame, cut to her with an intensity that made Viola’s blood pound. If she could bottle that look and sell it, she’d be a rich woman in her own right, instead of a poor dependent. Sadly, however, Dalton was one luxury Viola could not afford for herself.

      There was nothing to prevent her from looking, though. With his dark locks curling about his ears and temple, and the severity of his cheekbones offset by the hint of a sardonic smile perpetually playing at the corners of his sensual mouth, she often caught herself staring at Dalton. Indeed, that had been how they’d initially met last fall. Her forward ogling had led to his impertinent introduction, and now…what?

      She was staring again. Dalton let her, with humor playing over his lips as his gaze met hers and slid away. Embarrassed heat flooded through Viola.

      “A worthy institution,” was all he said, meaning the school. “I’d best see to Emily.”

      “She looks enthralled.” Viola glanced across the room to where the seamstress had given her a doll with miniature clothing to dress. A wistful sadness ghosted through her. “My firstborn was a girl. She would have been twelve now.”

      Had she lived.

      Immediately, Viola froze in place. She never spoke of the child she’d borne at seventeen, who had died before her first birthday. It was a confession Viola could make without thinking only to Dalton, and precisely what made him so dangerous to her peace of mind. With his priest-like austerity and wicked, teasing gaze, the man tempted Viola to speak openly when she ought to mind her tongue.

      “Do you ever think of her as if she’d lived?” Dalton asked.

      “Of course. Don’t you think of them?” Viola asked softly as her embarrassment subsided slowly. She wished the man didn’t have this loosening effect on her lips. Her trust was hard-won. Though Dalton had proved himself worthy of her confidence last fall, she didn’t know him well enough to blurt out personal details about her life as she’d just done. Her cheeks flamed. She ought to conclude her business and flee into the cold December air of London’s streets before she embarrassed herself any further.

      But he’d lost his entire family as a boy. Then his first wife, Emily’s mother, had died before their daughter was a year old. Dalton knew loss. Worse, most of London regarded Dalton with a degree of superstition, because nearly everyone he loved died. No one wanted to be next.

      “Never,” Dalton replied evenly, unfazed by her breach of etiquette in the midst of a bustling shop. Perhaps the man enjoyed her company because Viola had never developed the habit of dancing around delicate matters, Viola mused. Dalton appeared to find her company refreshing.

      “I think of them as frozen in time. Forever six, eight, eleven, and seventeen. My parents never age. My late wife, however…” He trailed off as he contemplated his daughter. “It’s not quite the same. I can imagine moments when she’s alive beside me, because Emily is very like her.”

      Viola’s heart wrung like a dripping rag.

      “Emily is a lovely little girl. Very spirited and winning,” Viola offered hastily, glancing at the little girl who was charming the seamstress into giving her a tea cake. “I’ll bet she’s enjoying the day out with you. Does she ordinarily come here with her governess?”

      “Of course. But Miss Templeton is feeling unwell, so today I took a personal interest.”

      Dalton turned to her with a penetrating look. Viola felt his gaze rake up and down her body, admiring, just as she had done to him a moment before. The urge to flee, which always came hard on the heels of a private conversation with Dalton, no matter how innocuous, raced through her veins.

      Piers Ranleigh, sixth Viscount Dalton, was one luxury she could never afford to indulge.

      Despite this, he tempted her above all other delights. Viola would forego silk and satin by the bolt, fine linen sheets, dancing to exquisite music, evenings at the opera, even the pleasure of raiding her grandmother’s extensive book collection.

      She caught herself. Maybe not the library. One must have some standards, after all. Especially as regarded the male sex. Having naïve expectations was how she’d become Mrs. Cartwright, after all.

      “Are you, by chance, attending the Townsend ball tomorrow evening?” Dalton asked, pulling Viola out of her reverie.

      “I may. I may not.” Viola flashed a smile. She needn’t avoid all flirtatious interaction with the man, only the kind that tempted her to kisses…and more. “It depends upon whether my gowns can be made ready in time. Which is my second purpose in coming here today.”

      As if she’d conjured her, the dressmaker appeared to beckon her into the back room.

      Dalton gave her a devastating half-grin. A dimple flashed in the smooth expanse of his cheek below the sharp cheekbone and above the strong line of his jaw. Viola blinked at the ephemeral appearance of the divot. If she’d seen him smile fully before, it had been too brief and shallow for the whimsical mark to make an appearance.

      “Then, I may or may not see you there,” he responded with a slight bow. “But if I should be so fortunate…”

      He paused.

      “Yes, my lord?” she prompted.

      “Wear the crimson velvet.”

      Dalton turned on his heel and moved to attend to his daughter.

      Viola gaped after him, her mind awhirl with longing. Not for you, she reminded herself, grateful to return her attention to more accessible pleasures.
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          PIERS

        

      

    

    
      She’s back. Piers could not recall ever experiencing such lighthearted exhilaration. It wasn’t as if he never felt happy—to the contrary. Emily brought him great joy every day. Yet, whenever Viola was near his chest expanded until he thought he might burst the buttons of his waistcoat. The world was a warmer, brighter place with Viola around to banter with.

      Piers had every intention of winning her heart.

      After the fire at the Briarcliff townhome two months ago, the Northcote family had retreated to the countryside for the remainder of the season, in part to avoid excess scrutiny as Edward settled into his role as the new earl. Viola’s brother-in-law was disinclined to follow convention under the best circumstances. Who could blame him, after the disastrous way he’d been lost abroad and forcibly repatriated?

      Most of London, as it turned out.

      It hadn’t helped that the previous earl had died from shock related to the fire. Nor had a botched elopement between the new countess, nee Harper Forsythe—Viola’s sister—aided matters. The disaster was still the primary topic of society gossip weeks later. If he’d been thinking and not just longing, Piers would’ve asked Viola whether she was in town to mitigate the disaster or simply because she missed him.

      Was he arrogant? Absolutely.

      “Papa, can I have a cake?”

      Wide, dark eyes peered up at him from slightly less than waist height. Brown ringlets bobbed about his daughter’s shoulders. The curls were his late wife’s contribution. Piers shook off his distraction.

      “I promised you one, sweet dumpling, and you shall have it.” Piers captured his daughter’s small hand in his. Warm and slightly sticky, she tugged and tried to skip ahead to the tea shop, impervious to the cold and with her gloves tucked inside the pockets of her cloak. Children weren’t especially welcome at fancy shops, but the proprietor allowed him to bring Emily to the counter and select a treat. Viscounts were valued customers. Piers was not above using his title to make his child happy.

      It was about the only use he had for it. Still, one did not take an inheritance such as his for granted.

      One day, he must marry again. Piers refused to be the one Ranleigh who failed to produce an heir. All he had left in the way of family was Emily, the ability to pass on his name, and a damaged sister whose lungs would never heal. Gwendolyn would die a spinster. She could not withstand the rigors of pregnancy and childbed. He would never permit her to risk her life.

      “May I have a blue dress for my doll?” Emily asked between a custard cake. This was one of several demands she’d peppered him with since leaving the shop, but she must especially want this toy for she was using her prettiest manners.

      “Of course, pet.”

      Miss Townsend, bless her uptight soul, was going to have his head for spoiling Emily when they returned home. His nursemaid possessed all the charm of a pincushion. To be fair, he’d been looking for the opposite of temptation when Emilia, the first Lady Dalton had passed a few months before Emily’s first birthday. But if he’d known they’d still be rubbing along this awkwardly nearly four years later, Piers might have selected a candidate with conversational skills beyond please, sir and yes, sir.

      Piers wiped a smear of jam from Emily’s round cheeks. Never mind the child’s governess. Viola was the perfect woman to become the next Viscountess Dalton. All Piers had to do was win Mrs. Cartwright’s heart without losing his own. Simple, really. She was a lighthearted, practical soul. Viola would understand the benefits of a match for herself and for young Matthew, and he could bask in her presence for as long as they both walked the earth. Which, in his experience, was likely to be a great deal shorter than his preference. Their treat finished, he helped his daughter back into her winter wear and led Emily to the coach waiting nearby.

      Tears for Piers. Fever boy. Don’t get close you’ll catch his curse, lie in a casket pulled by the hearse.

      Memories of the nonsensical, mocking chants caused him to catch his toe on a cobblestone and stumble forward. Even now, half a lifetime later, those childhood taunts could slice through him with savage cruelty.

      Those men had grown up to become his peers—literally. Many of the boys who’d tortured him at school were now ostensibly his friends. Piers trusted the lot of London’s most esteemed aristocrats about as much as he did the average cutpurse on the street, though. Let your guard down, and either was liable to stab you between the ribs. He pitied Viola, trying to navigate this viper’s nest of social intrigue and obscure obligations. Confound it if he could understand how she enjoyed London so much. But she did.

      “I’ll catch you, Papa!” Emily squealed. Instead, she leapt onto his arm and swung her feet up. Piers narrowly avoided colliding with a passing clerk who cast him a baleful glare.

      “Not helpful, Miss Emily,” he chided gently.

      “I’m Lady Emily, Papa. Miss Townsend says. I’m still hungry. Can I have another cake?”

      “It’s ‘may I’ have another cake, dear heart, and the answer is no. Come along. Up into the carriage with you.” Piers boosted his tiny, wiggling companion into the seat and tucked a blanket around her legs. But by the time the driver set the horses into motion she’d kicked it off to kneel on the seat and peer out the window.

      “Are we going to the museum?”

      Piers wondered how Miss Townsend endured the daily onslaught of childish chatter. About a year ago, his daughter had fairly erupted into an ongoing volcano of words. The only time Emily was quiet was when she was asleep. Otherwise, she was a fount of alternating demands, whining, and not-quite-formed questions about the fascinating world she had set her mind to discovering.

      “Not today, dear. Papa is going out this evening.” He’d promised Emily a trip to the British Museum but hadn’t yet made the time. At four, she was still a bit young to be in public.

      “Nooo. I want you to put me to bed.” Her glossy lower lip protruded stubbornly.

      Piers didn’t try to hide his smile. Whenever Miss Townsend had her afternoon off, he read a story to his daughter and often fell asleep in the process. Restless little Emily liked to kick him in the ribs until he awoke in the dark, confused and fully dressed. “I’ll give you a kiss before I leave, darling, as I always do.”

      “If you buy me a blue dress, too, my doll and I can come with you. We all dance.” Emily clapped her little hands together. There was a jam stain on her mitten. The coach hit a sharp bump, and she nearly toppled off the seat. Piers caught his daughter easily and tucked her into place beside him. It would be a long ride back to Dalton’s town lodgings.

      “You shall have your turn in good time, Emily. Now, settle down next to me while I tell you a story.”

      “Is it about a princess?”

      “Do you want it to be?” he asked, wracking his brains for a semblance of a story.

      “Yes. Or a fairy.”

      “How about a fairy princess?” he offered.

      “Yes!” Emily shouted. Piers placed one finger over his lips, and she quieted for a moment.

      “Once upon a time, there was a beautiful fairy princess who was cast out of her kingdom and cursed to wander the mortal universe,” he began. The curve of Emily’s dark lashes rested against her pale, round cheek for a long moment.

      “Is she like the woman you talked to?” Emily punctuated her question with a great yawn.

      “Whom?” Piers asked, though he knew the answer. Viola. Mrs. Cartwright.

      “The woman touching the fabric with her gloves on.”

      “Exactly like her, darling. In fact," he bent and stage-whispered, "I think it may have been her.”

      Emily’s eyes popped wide open. Piers sighed. It was too much to hope she might nap, wasn’t it?

      “Why was she gone away?” his daughter asked with another yawn. She managed to knee him in the ribs. Piers grunted. His daughter had a hell of a pair of legs. The thought of the potential for trouble in fifteen years or so did not comfort him. Another decided point in Viola’s favor—she would know how to guide a headstrong young woman through the gauntlet that was a girl’s coming out. The mere thought of an evening at Almack’s sent a chill coursing through Piers’ body.

      “The lady had been cursed with a spell by an evil wizard,” he said after a beat.

      “What was her name?”

      “The wizard?” he asked. How long would it take Emily to sleep? They must be halfway home by now.

      “The princess.”

      “Viola.”

      Emily nodded, satisfied.

      “The evil wizard cursed Viola the fairy princess because he wanted to marry her and take her realm away from her.” Piers thought he detected a soft snore. He continued talking, hoping the rhythm of his voice would lull her. “The princess left and vowed she would never return to her kingdom until the evil wizard set her free of the curse. For years, she wandered alone. A human man fell in love with Viola and vowed to fight the wizard. The princess gave him a lock of her hair for good luck…”

      He trailed off, thinking she might have closed her eyes. Alas, no.

      “Did she beat him? The wizard?”

      Still awake. Emily shifted, digging one bony knee into his side in the process.

      “The lock of hair possessed magic powers—the lady was a fairy, after all—which the man used to disguise himself from the evil wizard. He stole the wizard’s staff and ordered him to lift the curse. But the wizard was cunning. The curse could only be lifted by the kiss of true love…”

      Emily’s breath slowed beneath his hand. Asleep at last. Piers released a sigh of contentment.

      The carriage halted.

      The door opened, letting in cold air. Benjamin, the footman, wore a sheepish expression. “Sorry, sir. We’ve arrived, when you’re ready.” He shut the door.

      “Did the man kiss her?” Emily shoved the wrap off her legs and squirmed down onto the floor.

      “We’ll have to wait for the next ride to find out, won’t we?” he asked, motioning to his servant to let them out.

      “To the museum?” she demanded. Piers, worn out from his offspring’s excessive energy and incessant fount of questions, simply nodded his assent. Emily bounded out, chattering at Benjamin as he led her to where the housekeeper awaited their arrival on the step.

      “Soon, little one.” He turned to Miss Townsend, the unlovely but utterly patient young woman he paid to care for his most beloved.

      “I see she didn’t nap.” The governess narrowed her eyes at him.

      “Yes, Miss Townsend, your services are still required this afternoon. I trust your headache is better?” Piers intoned with his best authoritative drawl. Tedious woman, though he appreciated her protectiveness—even when it was misdirected toward him.
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          VIOLA

        

      

    

    
      Viola flung the doors of the empty townhouse standing at 24 Hamilton Mews wide. Cold air swirled into the limestone edifice, billowing her skirts forward and pressing them against her calves.

      Warm stockings were such a luxury in cold weather. For how many years in Upper Cotwarren had she made do with patched, thin stockings which irritated the chilblains that had broken out on her hands and legs each winter? Viola vowed never to permit that to happen again. Matthew would get schooling, find an appropriate trade, and live his life in comfort while she lived here, with her sister when Harper and Edward were in residence and alone when they were not.

      “Is anybody here?” Viola called. Only the echo of her own voice replied. The workers had mostly finished repairing the plaster, refinishing the wood floors, and installing new windows. The comforting smell of wood oil and beeswax permeated the cold rooms. No fires had been laid in anticipation of her arrival, for as yet, there were no servants. Viola had much to accomplish before her sister and brother-in-law returned to town in spring.

      She strode into the foyer and latched the doors behind her. Without the cold December wind to animate the house, only her footsteps broke the silence.

      Selecting furnishings had been a relatively simple process. During the two months she had spent in the country helping Harper acclimate to her new role as countess, Viola had made herself useful by requesting samples of wood and printed catalogs from the more established carpentry shops. Consulting with her sister had been simple.

      “I like these,” Harper had said, circling the page numbers of the styles she liked.

      Edward had been equally easy to please, if only because he was utterly indifferent to considerations like furniture.

      “Whatever my wife wants. You’ve a frugal streak, Viola. I trust you to manage the orders without getting fleeced.” Edward had grimaced. “Certainly, more than I’d ever trust myself. All of this is new to me. I’m up to my chin trying to cope with Briarcliff’s accounts and deal with issues stemming from the burned townhouse.”

      Considering the Earl’s height, that was piling trouble very high indeed.

      Viola had placed orders for neoclassical furnishings from George Smith, in mahogany with blue, cream, and gold damask silk and gold braid trimmings. It would be delivered after the new year, which meant that Viola had until Christmas to finish installing wall coverings and select rugs. Then, there were the draperies, the silverwares, the linens, and so forth. The housekeeper at Briarcliff had given Viola a list of vendors and instructions and had offered to her advice on any decisions that needed to be made. Yet no matter how generous the earl’s purse, the task remained a daunting one.

      Viola hoisted her skirts and trudged up the grand stairway. By the time she reached the first landing, she’d grown too warm for her mantle, but there was nowhere to hang it, so she kept it on.

      The public rooms on the parlor floor were spacious with wide windows that let in a great deal of light. Or would have, had they not been covered with thick parchment paper. Viola peeled away the edge to let in the waning light of early evening. Dust motes swirled in the faint beams. Her first order of business was to have the place thoroughly cleaned and coal delivered.

      Viola clapped her butter-soft lambskin gloves together and made her way upstairs to the bedrooms. She bypassed the grand suite where Edward and Harper would sleep when they were in residence. Or whatever they chose to do in there. It was none of her business. Down the hallway were two chambers suitable to children or guests. At the end, overlooking the rear yard with its leafless pear tree, was her room.

      My new life begins when I move in here, Viola thought with immense satisfaction. As much as she adored her grandmother, putting a few blocks of distance between them would give her the freedom Viola craved. Despite the warm relationship that had developed between them, the ongoing friction over the Baroness’ demand that she marry had a way of bubbling up at inconvenient moments. There was also the occasionally snappish disapproval of her grandmother’s friends. Lady Gracie, in particular, remained deeply offended by Harper’s elevation to countess, and liked to remind Viola of her unworthiness through shrewish backhanded compliments. This was the gossipy and cliquish part of town society which Viola preferred to pretend did not exist.

      Viola shook the thought away. Lady Gracie was a problem for later, after her work here was finished. In the meantime, there was a certain admiral whose unwelcome affections must be gently brushed aside. The last thing she needed in London was an enemy.

      The future she’d hardly dared to dream about was so close, she could feel freedom pulsing around her. It was the hum of a city that offered untold delights for a curious woman of means and leisure. At its core was Viola’s right to dance to the tune of her own selection. The only way she would ever be bound to another human being was love, not obligation, for she’d borne too much of that in her young life.
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        PIERS

      

      

      The Northcote family had not been out in public much since the death of the late earl of Briarcliff. Therefore, the sight of a deep green velvet gown with deep ivory trim at the hem shocked Piers out of his conversation with his old acquaintance, the Marquess of Evendaw.

      Ranleigh, the scarlet fever orphan. Piers flicked away the memory of Evendaw chanting insulting nicknames. As though he’d been the one responsible. Superstition had trailed him for years, until he’d married Emilia. After she’d died, however, the taint on the Ranleigh name and the stain over the House of Dalton had turned permanent. He was marked.

      Tonight, though, none of it mattered. Viola hadn’t worn the gown he’d audaciously requested, but still he wondered—had she come for him? Piers ached with the possibility. Mrs. Cartwright, whose plebeian name hardly suited her natural elegance, tilted her chin to listen to her companion. Her gaze skimmed past his, then back, locking with his for a moment before dismissing him with a smug smile curling her lips up at the corner.

      It was a valiant attempt at feigning disinterest, and he saluted mentally. Yet he’d felt the spark of awareness across the ballroom. He’d wager Mrs. Cartwright had too.

      “Dalton, did you hear my offer of my sister’s hand?”

      “Yes”—he coughed—“I am honored.”

      In truth, he’d hardly heard Evendaw’s words after catching sight of Viola. A cold wash of comprehension yanked his attention away from the vision in evergreen velvet.

      Evendaw’s offer was not a welcome development. Declining an offer to open marriage negotiations with the marquess was unwise, for the man enjoyed using his carefully cultivated political heft to curry favors. In truth, Piers considered the man a pompous ass—though as he was rarely asked his opinion, he generally kept it to himself. Evendaw frowned, his pale gold brows knitting over the beak of his nose. The coloring was a family trait. Lady Margaret was as petite as Emily’s beloved, tattered doll and about as animated.

      “I’d like to arrange a meeting. A quiet meeting. My sister is, as I’ve mentioned, very shy around men.”

      The noble thing to do would be to marry the poor girl. Give her a title and a babe or two. Get himself an heir, hopefully. Piers had done it once. He ought to reconcile himself to doing so again. There was wisdom in not becoming overly attached to family. It only set one up for devastation when death inevitably arrived. Despite this conviction, his attention was again drawn to the woman in deep green velvet with gold silk trim, whose hips swayed gently as she perambulated the perimeter of the dance floor.

      She too had known the death of loved ones, but Viola didn’t let the past dim her enjoyment of the present.

      “Perhaps another time,” Piers broke off. He launched himself across the room, fixated on the scant expanse of flesh visible between Mrs. Cartwright’s gold satin gloves and the puff of her sleeve.

      “Mrs. Cartwright,” he said in an exhale. “Would you care to dance?”

      The lady turned to spear him with questioning blue-gray eyes.

      “I do enjoy a waltz,” she offered hesitantly. Lest he mistake her reluctance for coyness, Mrs. Cartwright snapped open her fan. “Alas, I fear I am being watched for any hint of impropriety. With you, I daren’t take the risk.”

      Viola gestured across the room. Lady Gracie and Baroness Landor were watching them from the safety of the card table in an alcove. They were three weeks from Christmas, and the London season was petering out, leaving the party less populated than it might have been a few weeks earlier. In spring, an equivalent gathering would likely be a crush of people and horses in the street.

      “Do I tempt you to impropriety?” Piers teased, his voice purring in a semblance of calculated flirtation. He plucked the commemorative paper fan dangling from Viola’s wrist. She relinquished it without resistance. Piers squinted at the names written across the tines. It was not even close to full. There were four names.

      “Admiral Saxon,” he read aloud. “That was for the quadrille at the beginning of the evening.”

      “Gran claims he’s a charming man,” Viola commented with a hint of a smile flickering at the corners of her lips.

      “Provided you have nothing to say. He’s deaf as a post.”

      “Well, I was focused on the music,” Viola responded. “As much as I enjoy it, dancing is a recently acquired skill for me. I can hardly afford to be selective about partners if I wish to take a twirl.”

      Mrs. Cartwright often appeared to be the only woman in London who appreciated society gatherings. From the moment he first spotted her and her wary sister at the edge of the Woolrytes’ ballroom last September, he’d been drawn to her like a magnet to iron.

      “A wise woman once wrote, ‘every savage can dance.’” Where had that acerbic comment sprung from?

      Viola’s startled gaze cut to him. “Jane Austen. The ever-disapproving Mr. Darcy. I suppose he has the right of it. What I lack in delicacy, I make up for with enthusiasm.”

      He’d not intended to insult her. Rather, the boorish admiral had been his target. No wonder London ton called Piers caustic and brooding—or worse.

      “Dalton,” a rough male voice behind him boomed with less-than-convincing joviality. Evendaw’s irritation made Piers’ back stiffen as if he’d been struck. The marquess—who had been only an earl at the time—used that tone when they were at school together. Though his ability to make Piers feel lower than a worm in the loam had diminished, the echo of his scorn pulled an invisible string of reaction in his body. Mrs. Cartwright’s light blue gaze rested on him, questioning, before flitting away like a butterfly briefly resting on a flower, then gone.

      “My sister has an open spot on her dance card,” Evendaw declared as he clapped a large paw on Piers’ shoulder. “If you are free.”

      “I have no claim upon him,” Mrs. Cartwright volunteered before Piers could hide behind her velvet skirts.

      Piers speared her a narrow glare, but she simply lifted her chin in challenge. He’d rather stay here and fence with words. Better yet, they could depart this tedious event and fence with their tongues and teeth in private. Preferably without clothes.

      “I would be delighted to dance with Lady Margaret, if Mrs. Cartwright would spare me. The next song, perhaps?” If he must play nice with Evendaw, he could at least leverage his sacrifice into getting what he wanted.

      “If you so desire,” Viola replied coolly.

      Oh, he desired, all right. From the first moment he’d met her, Viola and her damnable secrets had captivated him. He would pry them out of her. One by one, he would make her his.

      But now, he gathered the delicately proportioned Lady Margaret into his arms. Though Piers tried his best to maintain a most appropriate distance, her tiny stature forced him close enough to talk into her crown of pearl-bedecked gold hair. She smelled strongly of rosewater and danced with mincing steps that made Piers feel as graceful as he had earlier that day when Emily had attempted to climb his arm.

      “I understand this is your first season,” he offered after a few moments of silence.

      “Yes,” Lady Margaret replied, her gaze fixed on the top button on his waistcoat.

      “Are you enjoying yourself?” Piers tried again. He spared a glance at the woman who made his heart expand in his chest. Viola—Mrs. Cartwright—chatted amiably with Evendaw, tapping her foot to the music as though she couldn’t wait to take a turn.

      Ask her to dance, you imbecile. Piers mentally cursed the man who wanted to become his brother-in-law. Though he didn’t like the idea of Viola dancing with the marquess, per se, it was preferable to watching the man ignore her.

      “Yes, very much,” came Lady Margaret’s mouse-timid reply to the question he’d forgotten he’d asked a moment earlier. He swallowed his frustration. The woman he wanted was not the one in his arms. But she would be, once he figured out how to win her.
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