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      For Eva

      I hope you have lots of adventures and never, ever settle for less than love.
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      Ah, there, a prime example of the species known as the “Proper English Aristocrat,” of the female persuasion classified as a “lady.”

      From her spot against the wall, Miss Caroline Quick studied the grouping of specimens with the detached interest and sharp observational skills of the daughter of a renowned naturalist. She imagined what she would write in her journal if she was at the ball to study the local fauna.

      Ladies prefer to travel in packs. My observations indicate that they do so both for protection from the male of the species, referred to as “gentlemen,” and paradoxically, to better attract the attention of those same gentlemen for the purposes of eliciting the mating dance known as “the waltz.”

      She grinned as the band struck up the now-familiar tempo and a frisson of excitement blew through the group of young ladies like a soft wind waving amongst the tall grasses. Filmy skirts and lace-ruffled sleeves fluttered, a drift of pale pastel petals settled only by the approach of the black-clad gentlemen who culled their chosen ladies from the herd and led them out onto the ballroom floor.

      It was a pretty sight, Caroline could acknowledge that much. Oh, it was nothing to the thrill of discovering a clutch of ptarmigan eggs or the joys of stealthily scrutinizing the hunting patterns of kestrels, but the Mayfair ballroom had its charms.

      Chief among them, in Caroline’s view, was the smile on her mother’s lovely face.

      Flushed and animated, Lady Helena Quick stood at the center of a small group of matrons, their lace-capped heads bent together in lively conversation. Someone said something amusing and Helena threw her head back and laughed. The free, joyous sound of it reached Caroline’s ears over the strains of the waltz, causing a sharp pang in her heart.

      It had been a long time since she’d seen her mother so happy.

      Things were different when Father was alive. Mama used to laugh like that all the time. No matter where their small family was, sheltering in tents on a trek through the Dolomites or sailing on one of Father’s expeditions to the Galapagos, Mama had exuded a warm, steady contentment that made every new place they explored feel like home.

      In the five years since Father’s death, she and Caroline had carried on his work—but while Caroline had only come to love the life of a roaming naturalist more, Helena had grown quieter. More reserved. Sad in a way Caroline had attributed to grief, except here Helena was back in London for the first time since her marriage, and it was as if the city had brought her back to life.

      Caroline did not understand it, but she was too much the scientist to ignore the observable evidence. Even when that evidence conflicted sharply with Caroline’s own feelings and wishes.

      Lifting her chin, Caroline reminded herself that her feelings could not enter into it. She had already collated her data, analyzed her findings, and formulated a plan of action. Now all that remained was to see it through.

      The plan. Which all hinged, terrifyingly enough, on a gentleman.

      As a group, the male of the species “Proper English Aristocrat” had not endeared itself to Caroline since she first arrived in London three weeks ago. She disliked the supercilious boredom on their clean-shaven faces; the expression appeared to be an absolute requirement, perhaps intended to deter the more marriage-minded mamas from shoving their daughters forward too aggressively. Yet the eyes of the eligible bachelors followed the flock of debutantes closely, cataloguing features and judging suitability every bit as assiduously as the ladies did.

      It was the strangest mating ritual Caroline had yet encountered: one in which neither party was allowed to appear excessively interested but about which the entire society revolved.

      Most of the gentleman she’d encountered could not have been relied upon to competently butter a crumpet, much less carry out a coordinated plan involving multiple steps. Most of the gentlemen Caroline had observed would not be the least interested in trying. But that was all right, because she didn’t need most gentlemen. She needed just the one—a particular one.

      Without quite meaning to, she scanned the party as the waltz came to an end, craning her neck to see through the throngs of people, her eyes drawn to him.

      There. There he was.

      Caroline’s heart rate increased, the air seeming suddenly as thin as the air at the peak of Monte Pelmo. No doubt it was the excitement of finally putting her plan into motion, she told herself, fumbling her fan open and using it to waft a breeze toward her suddenly overheated cheeks.

      It couldn’t be the mere sight of Lord Fitzwilliam Drake. That made no sense. After all, she’d been watching him closely for several weeks now, studying him and attempting to judge if he could be trusted to aid her in her endeavor.

      Though they’d never spoken, Caroline fancied she knew Lord Fitzwilliam better than most of his acquaintances. She ought to be accustomed to the sight of him by now.

      All right, yes, he could be considered…attractive. For a proper English aristocratic gentleman. With his mink-brown hair and storm-cloud eyes, and his shoulders and thighs too well-muscled for fashion but hinting at a vigorous life beyond the ballroom. With his practiced smiles and correctly judged manners and his dutiful respect toward his elders, especially his father.

      Undeniably, all those things made Lord Fitzwilliam attractive. But what drew Caroline to him, and what had ultimately convinced her that he would be the perfect partner for her plan, was the fact that he was the opposite of every other gentleman she’d observed.

      All those other eligible bachelors pretended to be bored to make themselves feel superior; Lord Fitzwilliam made every effort to charm and oblige. He danced every dance, and she’d noticed he tended to bestow his favors on the ladies no one else asked. He made conversation, smoothly and brightly and easily, passing from group to group and leaving smiles in his wake. He showed every appearance of enjoying himself at whatever ball, soiree, or musicale he attended.

      But as Caroline watched, it happened again—the moment she’d first noted several days ago and now lived for.

      Lord Fitzwilliam bowed to the trio of gentlemen he’d been amusing and turned away. For the space of a single quiet, unguarded heartbeat, the charm and the smile fell away. His eyes, a gray so bright and warm they usually gleamed like polished silver, went stormy and dark. Caroline’s pulse pounded. She sensed a stillness below his frothy surface, a cool well of longing hidden deep. Though he would never embarrass his hostess or disappoint his father by showing it openly, in this moment she could see clearly that there was somewhere else Lord Fitzwilliam wished to be.

      Caroline understood that.

      Across the sea of people, in the midst of the crowded room, she felt as connected to him as if they were standing side by side and gazing into one another’s eyes.

      It was time, she decided with a touch of giddy anticipation. Tonight was the night.

      “You are staring, dearest.”

      Her mother’s voice jolted Caroline from her musings. “Merely making a few observations, Mama, to amuse myself.”

      Helena’s face fell a bit at the reminder that her daughter was not enjoying this taste of the London season, but Helena recovered quickly. “What do you notice, what do you wonder?”

      The familiar questions, posed so often by Caroline’s father from the time she was a toddler, warmed Caroline’s heart. Those questions had been the starting point of her love of nature and her zest for discovering new knowledge of the natural world.

      “I notice the number of gentlemen in the ballroom has decreased in the past ten minutes,” Caroline said hastily, turning away from Lord Fitzwilliam. “I wonder if that means an especially rousing game of whist has begun in the card room.”

      But Helena had learned a thing or two from her years following a naturalist about the world too. She arched a brow. “Are you certain you weren’t noticing any particular gentleman? And perhaps wondering who he is? I could ask our hostess to finagle an introduction.”

      I know exactly who he is, Caroline thought. But it was too early in the plan to reveal much more to Mama, so she merely smiled. “No, thank you. I’m merely passing the time.”

      She thought she’d managed to keep her tone fairly neutral, but Helena sighed. “I’m truly sorry you are so miserable here. I shall tell Mother tomorrow that we must begin preparations to leave.”

      Too soon! Unless…

      “It’s true I’m eager to get back to my work,” Caroline said carefully, “and it would be wonderful if I could arrive at the Hebrides in advance of the manx shearwater mating season. But Mama, you needn’t feel you must come with me! I am perfectly capable of traveling alone, or hiring a guide if need be.”

      “Nonsense, I’m your mother. Of course I will come with you.”

      As Caroline had expected; Helena was determined to sacrifice herself on the altar of maternal affection. A truly loving gesture—but then, a truly loving daughter could never accept it.

      “But you’re having such a wonderful time here,” she tried, casting about for another argument in favor of Helena staying. “And—and what if Grandmother has a relapse?”

      Helena pressed her lips together, meeting Caroline’s gaze, then they both burst out laughing. Helena’s mother, who had become Lady Agnew when she remarried a baronet, was the reason for their long-put-off visit to London. Lady Agnew had written an imploring letter that promised she was quite ill and hinted she might not last through the spring. Caroline and her mother had boarded the next train leaving Edinburgh only to arrive at Lady Agnew’s townhouse to find the elderly woman as hale and hearty as a stevedore.

      A stevedore who drank nothing but champagne and outlasted both her daughter and granddaughter at every ball they attended.

      “My mother will be quite well. You are the one who needs me,” Helena said firmly, taking Caroline’s hands. “London has been diverting, but there is nothing here for me. I will be quite happy to go to Scotland with you.”

      Caroline saw that she meant it—but she also saw how the light had gone out of her mother’s face. She saw the quiet resignation to a life Helena no longer wanted. She saw her mother’s loneliness, and it bolstered her resolve.

      Yes, tonight was the night.

      The time had come, as it did in every young woman’s life, to take that all-important next step toward maturity and independence. Time to clear out the nest and ready for flight.

      In short, it was time to get her mother married.
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      Lord Fitzwilliam Drake looked round at the sparsely attended assembly and wondered why the devil some fellows had all the luck, and other fellows had to come up to London before the Season properly started and be bored to tears.

      It was only the tail end of February, damp and blustery cold in the city while most of the Ton was still happily ensconced in their country estates having a jolly good time with the shooting and deer stalking and the occasional pint down the village pub. Exactly as Fitz had been, before he’d been summoned hence by his father.

      From across the ballroom, Lord Alfred Drake, the Marquess of Huntingdon, beetled his steel-gray brows and gave his youngest son a speaking look as the orchestra struck up a waltz.

      More of a shouting look, really.

      Fitz suppressed a sigh by smiling instead. It was a nice smile, he’d been told by more than one giggling debutante and winking widow, and he turned it on his hostess as he prepared to do the pretty.

      Overjoyed to have an actual eligible bachelor at her ball, the lace-capped matron accepted Fitz’s dutiful bow with vivacious enthusiasm.

      “My dear Lord Fitzwilliam, you must allow me to introduce you to some charming young ladies! They are all longing to dance and I’m certain such a charming and accomplished young man as yourself will be absolutely charmed to oblige them!”

      “Nothing could give me greater pleasure,” Fitz said, already weary of the whole thing.

      But Fitz was the youngest son of a marquess who had already successfully shot off a daughter as well as betrothing his heir to an honest-to-God convent-raised heiress. And unlike Fitz’s brilliant eldest brother and his accomplished older sister, Fitz was what their father liked to refer to as “feckless.”

      Fitz preferred to think of himself as fun. It sounded more complimentary.

      Maybe he wasn’t a sobersides do-gooder like Robert or an annoyingly competent know-all like Arabella. They were practically saints while Fitz was more…the other thing. But personally, Fitz would rather sit next to himself at a dinner party than one of his perfect siblings—at least then he’d be sure of being entertained.

      Being entertaining—being charming, as Mrs. Lamington would have it—was Fitz’s vocation in life. A pointless and trivial vocation it certainly was; Fitz had no illusions about that. But it was the only thing he’d ever been any good at, other than riding and hunting, and he knew the role he was expected to perform in return for being invited everywhere.

      Now, more than ever, since Father had turned the full and terrifying weight of his attention to getting his wastrel of a youngest son married and settled.

      That’s why Fitz was back in town before the end of pheasant season, and that’s why he was here at this exceedingly dull party where there weren’t even enough gentlemen in attendance to get up a good game of cards.

      Fitz was enough of a sportsman to know when he’d been caught in an inescapable snare. And he wasn’t churlish enough to blame the other guests for his misfortune—no, the blame lay squarely upon the shoulders of the Marquess of Huntingdon. If twenty-nine years of dealing with his father had taught Fitz anything, it was that it did no good to sulk or lash out or try to meet the old man head on in open, pitched battle.

      No. Fitz would need to get creative this time. And he would, for this was a fight he could not afford to lose.

      If he lost, he’d find himself halfway down the aisle before he knew what he was about. And that was a fate Fitz would not wish upon his worst enemy, much less upon himself, whom he mostly quite liked.

      Nothing he had seen of the wedded state had recommended it to him—not his own parents’ tempestuous dramas nor his grandparents’ famously icy hatred; not his sister’s polite distance nor his brother’s grim adherence to duty.

      When it came to matrimony, taking it all together, Fitz thought he’d really rather not.

      With two older siblings ready and willing to sacrifice themselves upon the matrimonial altar, Fitz didn’t see why he should be forced to marry at all. But Father would not be reasoned with. So he would have to be gotten round, somehow.

      For tonight, Fitz set himself to be agreeable to the seemingly endless parade of young girls garbed in unrelenting white, to whom he was subjected by their giddy hostess. He danced every dance, scrupulously avoiding dancing more than once with the same partner. He fetched lemonade and ratafia punch and plates of cake. He did not yawn in their faces as he marveled, over and over, at the frightfulness of the weather.

      And he plotted the downfall of his father’s hopes and dreams.

      The hour grew late. Every conversation traversed the same, well-worn path, the social conventions of their set as tight and confining as Fitz’s finely tailored black tailcoat and his black leather dancing shoes. For the thousandth time, he wished it was permissible to wear riding boots to a ball. Or his trusty, weather-beaten brogues, molded perfectly to his foot after hours spent tramping through wet underbrush in the cool, crisp mist before dawn.

      Cool and crisp, as concepts, had never felt further out of reach than at this moment, he reflected as he squired the fiftieth demure debutante to the refreshment table and handed her a cup of tepid punch before relinquishing her to her beaming mama. He was sweltering in his layers of white cotton and black superfine wool. Why didn’t someone open a window?

      Christ, what he wouldn’t give for a drink of cold spring water, straight from a rushing brook.

      He was fantasizing about ducking his head under that water like an overheated spaniel when the indefatigable Mrs. Lamington got her claws into him once more.

      “Here he is, the charming gentleman I was telling you about! My dear Lord Fitzwilliam, do allow me to introduce you to this charming young lady!”

      Not another charming young lady, he groaned inwardly, squeezing his eyes shut for a moment. Anything but that.

      But there was no help for it. Fitz gritted his teeth and opened his eyes—and for a brief, airless instant, the world stopped turning.

      She was extraordinary.

      Instead of the clusters of silly ringlets sported by most ladies of Fitz’s acquaintance, her hair was pulled tightly back into a coronet of white blonde. A thick rope of the platinum stuff coiled like a crown round her head, an unfashionable style that seemed more suited to a governess than a debutante—but the sensible, no-nonsense effect was somewhat spoiled by the corkscrews of curls that had escaped to dance about her temples. Instead of a pallid pastel, her gown was a silvery gray that ought to have looked dour and half-mourning-ish, but instead seemed to glow along the lines of her body, drawing attention to the curve of her hips and the shape of her legs. Against the silver silk, her skin was the color of wildflower honey, a warm, sun-kissed tan that spoke of time spent outdoors.

      Fitz’s gaze returned, inescapably, to her face. Her extraordinarily, unbelievably beautiful face. A smattering of freckles spilled across the bridge of her nose and dappled her high cheekbones. Her chin was sharp, her mouth was wide and pink. He wanted to press his own mouth to it, to know if she could possibly taste as sweet, as fresh, as she looked.

      But it was her eyes that held him captive. Large and fringed with light brown lashes, they were an unsettling, unforgettable blue so dark, it almost appeared violet. Fitz fell into them headlong, a rush like that babbling brook of his fantasy filling his ears, and he realized he could not look away…because she didn’t look away.

      She didn’t cast her gaze down decorously. No innocent blush stained her cheek. She met his stare with a frank curiosity and a hint of appraisal that whipped Fitz’s spine straight and his broad shoulders back.

      Her lips, soft and mobile, quirked at one corner, and it dawned upon Fitz that Mrs. Lamington had stopped speaking and now a response of some sort was called for.

      Marshalling his scattered wits, never a copious resource to begin with, Fitz took refuge in executing a perfect bow and proffering his arm to the exquisite girl.

      “Well!” Mrs. Lamington fluttered excitedly in Fitz’s peripheral vision. “I shall leave you two charming young people to become better acquainted!”

      He was vaguely aware of their hostess taking her leave, as he was vaguely aware of the existence of the rest of the ballroom surrounding them. “I beg your pardon, I didn’t catch your name.”

      That quirk of her lips stretched to a real smile, her white teeth flashing. “Caroline. Miss Caroline Quick. And you are one of the sons of the Marquess of Huntingdon. The unmarried son. Forgive me if I seem a bit—it’s only, you are even better looking up close. I didn’t expect that.”

      Distantly, an alarm bell clanged in the back of Fitz’s mind. He shook his head like a punch-drunk bareknuckle boxer and attempted to throw off the stupefying effects of Miss Quick’s beauty. He needed his wits about him.

      Beauty or not, Fitz knew what it meant when a woman brought up his bachelor state within mere moments of scraping an acquaintance. Not that it had happened before—most ladies, in Fitz’s experience, seemed to beat about the bush quite a bit more than Miss Quick, who appeared to subscribe to the notion that name equaled destiny.

      But it all amounted to much the same thing. In this ballroom, on the Marriage Mart, Fitz was not the hunter. He was the fox. It was not a sensation he relished, and it made him a trifle snappish.

      “You are to be commended for your directness, I’m sure.” Fitz bowed slightly, the angle carefully calculated to indicate coolness.

      She blinked those extraordinary eyes. Her lashes were darker than her hair, he noticed, but still quite pale. It gave her an otherworldly look.

      “Why? Because I mentioned your looks? I beg your pardon if I’ve made you self-conscious. It’s only your face, you see, and your general…” She gave a vague wave that seemed to encompass all of him at once. “Your general everything. I was caught off guard. It won’t happen again, I assure you.”

      Fitz felt once more as though he were sinking beneath the chaotic, rushing waters of the brook, but this time a delicate, gloved hand was holding him under. “No, not about my looks,” he choked out. “At least, it’s not entirely the done thing to tell a gentleman you fancy his face, but it’s more flattering than not. I meant the comment about my eligibility for marriage.”

      “Oh!” She looked intrigued, as though her fingers itched for a pencil so she could take notes. “Ought I to have pretended not to know? I didn’t realize it was a shameful secret.”

      Amused, and also feeling a bit as though he was losing his mind, Fitz had to bite his lip against a smile. He didn’t want to encourage her. “I’m not ashamed. Indeed, reaching almost my thirtieth year without having been snaffled by a matchmaking mama is an accomplishment of which I am justifiably proud.”

      “You’re an inspiration to all your friends and relations, I’m sure.” The wench had the audacity to pat his arm patronizingly. “But I did not ask Mrs. Lamington to introduce us so that we could discuss your appearance, nor your chances of succumbing to matrimony. Let me set your mind at ease: handsome or not, I have no interest in marrying you.”

      “No?” Against his will, Fitz was beginning to rather enjoy this bizarre interaction. “In that case, I’m charmed to make your acquaintance. If your purpose is not marriage, then to what do I owe the pleasure of this conversation?”

      “You misunderstand. Marriage is, in fact, my purpose.” Her violet gaze sharpened, sending a bolt of something alarming—and electrifying—down Fitz’s spine. “Tell me about your father, the Marquess of Huntingdon. Lord Alfred. He is a widower, is he not?”
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      Even with his jaw dropped and his gray eyes going first comically wide, then suspiciously narrow, Lord Fitzwilliam was unfairly and inconveniently handsome.

      Somehow, even after all the time she’d spent charting his progress across the ballrooms of London, it had caught her unawares. She couldn’t believe she’d just blurted it out like that. Luckily he seemed barely to have noticed. She supposed a man that handsome must be quite used to hearing about it from every lady he met.

      She frowned, not altogether pleased with the idea.

      Lord Fitzwilliam was frowning now, too, his affably handsome face hardened into a sternness that sent an unwelcome pulse of delicious awareness through her belly.

      She thought she’d accounted for every variable when she conceived of her plan, including Lord Fitzwilliam’s personality. But she hadn’t accounted for the difficulties of managing her own attraction to him, once all of his warm, encompassing attention fell upon her.

      It was one thing to take note of a man’s objectively pleasing countenance and other physical characteristics generally deemed to denote attractiveness, such as long, strongly muscled limbs and a deep chest. It was quite another to allow one’s precious objectivity to waver!

      To find oneself actually affected. In a physical sense. It was mortifying. And deeply inconvenient, considering her plans.

      Which weren’t going well, if the fierce expression Lord Fitzwilliam turned on her now was anything to judge by.

      “The Marquess of Huntingdon is, indeed, a widower,” he informed her coldly, drawing himself up to his full, impressive height and staring down that lovely straight nose. “And as you have seen fit to be uncommonly blunt with me, I will do you the courtesy of responding in kind. My father may be the bane of my existence in many respects, but he is a good man. A good father. And I won’t stand idly by while a…a…an adventuress sets her cap at his fortune and title in his twilight years!”

      “Adventuress!” Caroline’s attention snagged on the word. “I quite like that.”

      When his face darkened even further, like a storm blowing in over the cliffs of St. Kilda, Caroline hurriedly adopted a more placating tone. “Not that I am one! Not in the sense you mean, at least.”

      “When a young lady as beautiful as you, who could have any gentleman she crooked her finger at, expresses interest in a man more than twice her age—you will pardon me, but it doesn’t take a brilliant mind to deduce the source of her interest. Or do you intend to claim love at first sight?”

      Caroline found it surprisingly difficult to ignore the tingle she felt at the knowledge that he found her beautiful. A bit giddy, her rapid-firing brain leapt over the first part of what he’d said to seize upon the concept that most interested her. “Love at first sight! What a fascinating notion.  I would need to review the available evidential studies and research, but I do not believe its existence has been conclusively proved. Although in nature, one often finds that the courtship and mating rituals of the animal kingdom, while complex and fascinating, tend to be of shorter duration than those of humans. So perhaps there is something in it.”

      His dark brows drew together in a look she’d encountered quite often when she spoke about her studies with people outside her field: bemused confusion.

      A prickle of embarrassment singed the tips of her ears. Caroline hadn’t spent much time in what was termed Polite Society; a few days dining and socializing with the upper classes of Lisbon or Vienna or Rome, while her father secured permission or funding for one research study or another, was the extent of her experience. And that had been quite enough for her, since most well-bred gentlemen had little or no understanding of her interests, and even less of a desire to hear about them. It seemed London society was no different.

      “I apologize for straying from the topic at hand,” she said, a little stiffly. “Your father⁠—”

      “Not here,” he muttered, glancing around the crowded ballroom. Taking her by the arm, he skillfully maneuvered them to a secluded corner, so smoothly Caroline had no time to protest. Not that she wished to, precisely.

      Screened from the view of their fellow guests by the slender fronds of a rather magnificent Ravenea rivularis, Caroline’s breath caught in her lungs. They were not private—people danced and laughed and chattered obliviously on, mere paces away. But somehow, it suddenly felt as though they were the only two people at the ball. As though they could do anything they wished, and no one would know.

      Curiosity, a so-called sin she had been encouraged in all her life, reared its head. Caroline waited to see what Lord Fitzwilliam was about.

      The moment stretched between them, taut with tension. His gray eyes raked her from head to toe, making Caroline desperately aware of her body in a way that reminded her of how she felt after a long, arduous scramble over rocky terrain. She was aware of every beat of her blood, the shortness of her breath, the damp heat that rose to the surface of her skin.

      They stared at one another in silence for a moment longer, just long enough for Caroline to become as aware of his large, finely made body as she was of her own. Finally, he spoke.

      “I have no idea what you’re going on about, but you will leave my father out of your schemes, madame,” Lord Fitzwilliam commanded, and there was a growl in his voice that seemed to come from deep in his chest. It shivered over Caroline’s skin like a rough caress even as she fought to hold onto her equanimity. Her plans were too important to give up simply because this man wished it.

      “Ah, but I can’t promise that. He is an integral part of my plan.”

      His eyes flared with some strong emotion, but his sensually shaped lips curved into a smile. “You brazen little hussy.”

      Caroline felt the back of her neck go warm, but she met his gaze boldly. “Why, Lord Fitzwilliam, you sound almost impressed.”

      “Because I am! This is a level of husband-hunting to which most young ladies can only aspire. I feel I am in the presence of a human Diana, the goddess of the hunt. Except, of course, for the bacon-brained tactic you’ve undertaken of involving your prey’s son in your plot.”

      Impatience throttled her. He seemed determined to misrepresent her purpose. “If you would only listen for a moment and let me explain⁠—”

      Bracing one arm on the wall above her head, Lord Fitzwilliam loomed so close, the buttons of his embroidered waistcoat brushed the front of her gown. “There is nothing you could say that would induce me to deliver my father into your clutches. However, there is, perhaps, something you could do.”

      His tone had gone dark and soft, like black velvet rubbing against every inch of Caroline’s exposed flesh. That sensation returned, of being extremely aware of her body and its surging excitement. Her heart felt as though it was trying to hammer through her rib cage to reach him.

      He still didn’t understand what she was trying to accomplish and she knew she ought to make him listen, but for once in her life Caroline found that rational thought had quite deserted her. It was such an odd, unaccustomed feeling that she decided to follow where it led.

      The wall behind her was cool and blessedly solid as she leaned against it and tilted her face up to his. “What do you want me to do?”

      Hunger blazed across his face, transforming the chiseled perfection of his handsome features into a feral mask. A shudder wracked Caroline’s frame, tightening her nipples to hard peaks inside her chemise. Between her legs, she felt suddenly hot, slippery, and she shifted her thighs restlessly to chase the sensation.

      “Kiss me,” he rasped, his stare devouring. “One kiss. To show me what a brazen little hussy might offer up in return for help securing a marquess.”

      Caroline’s gaze dropped to his lips. She swallowed, distantly noting the way her own mouth felt tender and sensitive, as if yearning toward something. Without conscious volition, her body drew closer to his.

      Utterly transfixed by her own response, Caroline let her arms lift as they seemed to want to do, so that her hands could glide over the broad slope of his shoulders, feeling the shape of the man beneath the fine wool coat. Her fingers clutched at thick muscle, greedy, tugging him down toward her until their quick, shallow breaths mingled and her lips parted and she stood on tiptoe and all the questions she’d ever had about mating and courtship and the bonds that drew two creatures together swirled into her head, and out again on the next breath.

      If she did this, if she kissed him, she sensed she would finally have the answers to those questions.

      How could she resist? Caroline stretched up onto her tiptoes, curling one hand around the nape of his neck for balance and cursing the damned glove that was in the way of feeling the silky brush of his hair against her skin.

      “One kiss,” she breathed, gripped with feverish anticipation. “For science.”

      He didn’t question her motives or wait for further permission. One large hand came up to cradle her face, then he tipped her head to the perfect angle to slot their lips together in a searing, breathtaking, mind-stealing kiss.

      No wonder people make such fools of themselves for passion, she realized dazedly…if this is what it feels like.
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efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
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to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
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PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
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Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
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3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
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4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
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Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.
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TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
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