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      London, April 1818

      

      “If you could arrange an introduction with your brother, I’m sure I’d be forever in your debt.”

      Had she been asked that a hundred times this season? Lady Alice Montague reluctantly shifted her gaze across the crowded ballroom to where her brother, George Montague, Earl of Hampton, held court with a group of the season’s eligible bachelors. But as always, her eyes focused on only one man.

      The handsome, sought after Calum Arden, Marquess of Skye, the heir to the Galloway Dukedom, was the intent of as many of the bevy of beauties as her brother was. All eager to attract their notice.

      He was the epitome of aristocracy. His fair hair gleamed amber under the light of the chandelier, his commanding, elegant form garbed in a blue jacket that showcased wide shoulders, a pair of breeches that outlined the muscles in his thighs, and stockings that exposed the fine tone of his calves.

      He glanced her way, with his features so striking, her breath caught. Even from a distance, her memory remembered the dark blue of his eyes, surrounded by dark thick lashes, and his cheeks prominent, his nose just right, his bearing refined and commanding. Proud. But it was his full, harsh lips that had her knees trembling. .

      His glance didn’t notice her, but stopped when it fell upon Lady Patricia, a stunningly beautiful and relatively young, rich widow. Rumor was, she was his current mistress. The smile he sent the widow, sensual enough to make a lady’s undergarments fall, confirmed the gossip..

      Alice swallowed her reaction to him and returned her focus to Lady Penelope Gower. The only reason the popular debutantes gave Alice the time of day was obvious. The bluestocking cripple was worth having around if she furnished the ladies with access to her brother, and through him, Calum, and their friends.

      “I’d wait until supper. My brother will come to escort me. If I know my brother, he, along with the other men, will head to the card room shortly.” Besides, I wouldn’t introduce you to my brother if you were the last lady on earth. Given that she’d unlikely ever marry, Alice would probably live her life in her brother’s household, and there was no way she would live with Lady Penelope as her sister-in-law. The vicious cow made Alice’s entry into society a living hell. What would she be like if she were the lady of the house? She pitied any man who took Penelope to wife.

      Penelope tapped her fan against Alice’s arm. “I don’t think they are. I was told the hostess, Lady Gilberte, has refused to open the card room tonight, insisting her son and his friends remain in the ballroom for the duration.”

      Alice’s gaze narrowed thoughtfully. “My brother won’t be happy with that situation.” Her brother took his duty to squire her to the endless balls, or marriage mart, as he called it, seriously. He refused to contemplate that she was unmarriageable. Her limp wasn’t because of any birth defect. It had been a broken leg not set properly, from a fall off a pony while trying to jump the same fence he and Calum had jumped. She’d been twelve years old and George blamed himself for her injury. They were men of ten and eight and should have stopped her from following them. That’s why he tried so hard.

      That had been ten years ago and still her brother carried the guilt.

      Unfortunately, he thought men would overlook such an impediment. She couldn’t ride or dance, and even walking or standing for too long was painful. No man wanted a cripple for a wife, no matter how intelligent or pretty she was. Some had tried, because of her large dowry, but she’d made it clear to George, there would be no marriage of convenience for her, and he was happy to indulge her.

      “Shall we make our way closer, and you’ll perform an introduction?” Before she could refute Penelope’s command, the horrid woman linked her arm through hers and, with her entourage of giggling, vacuous ladies in tow, pulled her across the room.

      Penelope moved with long strides, eager to get to the men before the other ladies present this evening realized the men were not escaping to play cards. Alice could barely keep up, and by the time they reached the men, her leg ached.

      As they drew beside the young bucks, Alice felt a push from behind, causing her to clench her jaw, from anger or pain she wasn’t sure which. They stood for a moment before Penelope elbowed her in the ribs and cleared her throat.

      “Brother dear, I’m wishing to confirm you’ll be escorting me into supper.” Another dig to her ribs. “And my—friend—Lady Penelope notice you in the park yesterday and was admiring your bays. She is after a pair and wondered if you could advise her. I’m sure you must have already met?”

      Her brother stepped forward with a practiced smile. Many young ladies sought him out. “Of course, Lady Penelope,” he answered and bowed over her hand. “I had dinner with your father last week. Is he not here with you tonight?”

      Fluttering eyelashes accompanied her reply and almost made Alice’s stomach recoil. “My father is indisposed, but my mother is here.”

      Just then, Lady Gilberte arrived. “Now gentlemen, I don’t want to see my dance floor empty, and I’m certain these lovely young ladies would be thrilled to take the floor,” Lady Gilberte continued, “So, come now…”

      Being forever proper, her brother requested Penelope to accompany him and soon partnered up all the ladies, except of course Alice. Penelope said over her shoulder, a triumphant gleam in her eye, “Alice, since you won’t be partaking of a dance, perhaps you could organize drinks for us once we’re finished. I’m sure Lord Hampton’s exploits on the dance floor will have me parched.”

      Her face heated as all eyes turned her way, including Calum, who leaned against the wall in the shadows, obviously not wanting to be dragged into the dancing. George was just about to say something when Calum was at her side, bowing over her hand. “I believe Lady Alice has kindly agreed to keep me company as I twisted my knee this morning and cannot dance.” His voice dared anyone to refute his statement, and George gave him a grateful smile.

      Alice hung her head while the group took to the floor. Without thinking, she rubbed her aching thigh through her gown.

      “Shall we find a seat by the garden doors? The room is quite stuffy this evening,” Calum said, offering her his arm as they strolled slowly around the room.

      “You don’t have to stay with me. I know you probably want to speak with Lady Patricia.”

      His refined eyebrow lifted. “Indeed. Why do you think that?”

      Horror gripped her. “Well, that is, isn’t she…” She couldn’t bring herself to say it. She’d known Calum since she was a very young girl, and he and George were the best of friends. They’d always had an informal relationship since Calum had virtually lived at their house when the boys were at Eton. His home was in the Scottish highlands and such a long way to travel from school. But she couldn’t be that familiar, could she?

      “Why am I not surprised that you, of all the debutants, are aware of mistresses? You caught George and I in the barn with the milking maids, if I recall. That’s how I got this scar.” He pointed to the small scar on his chin. He’d tripped over the rake, trying to pull his clothes on and split his chin open. Her face heated at the memory of what she’d seen that afternoon, but his words held admiration rather than reproach. “Besides, you are incorrect.”

      “Oh, I was so sure…”

      He winked as he drew her towards the chairs by the French doors. “Not yet, anyway. She has declined my advances.”

      “Is she mad?” Goodness, did she just say that out loud?

      Calum laughed. As they sat, he whispered, “But you’re biased because you love me.” She went as still as stone. How could he know? How could she live with him knowing? Floor, please open and swallow me. “You’re like family. You’re like the sister I never had.”

      She let out a thankful sigh. He thought she loved him like a brother, like she loved George. Calum did only have brothers—three. Of course, he would think of her as a sister. He’d certainly never given her any idea that he might find her attractive, no matter how often she’d tried to show him she was no longer the little girl that used to follow him around. He’d never treated her with anything but respect.

      “Since you think of me as a sister, may I ask you a favor?”

      “Of course. My services are at your disposal.”

      “Can you please ensure my brother never seriously considers Lady Penelope to be his wife? I couldn’t bear it.”

      His head moved close to her in a conspiracy. “Absolutely. I pity any man who offers for such a shrew.”

      She gave him a grateful smile. “Since I’ll probably end up living with my brother, I’d like a nice, kind sister-in-law.”

      “Why would you end up living with your brother?” His tone held surprise and genuine curiosity.

      Her face was on fire. “Come now. I’m not silly. Most men do not notice me and if they do, once they see my limp, they quickly find other ladies to pursue. I’m in this season’s group of wallflowers.”

      That saw Calum sit up straight. “Don’t be ridiculous. You’re a lovely young lady.”

      “Say’s the man who thinks of me as a brother.”

      “Well, I…” He looked nonplussed, and in that moment, something changed. Suddenly, there was nothing languid about the warm glance that raked over her figure. For the first time, his blue eyes flashed midnight sapphire and showed pure male interest. Could he hear how loud her heart beat?

      It was impossible to ignore the captivating stare, but it was wasted on Alice. She already knew why women pursued Calum in droves. She shook her head and looked into his eyes again. The heat and desire she’d spied was now hidden, and Calum shifted uncomfortably in his chair.

      She couldn’t bear his discomfort. It verged on pity. “Since you stated you’d help me with Penelope and my brother, would you mind rescuing him from her clutches?”

      He reluctantly looked away from her and across the ballroom. Penelope seemed to have latched herself to George’s side. “I will do your bidding,” he said, pressing a quick kiss to her gloved hand. As he stood, he looked at her and said, “Never let me hear you put yourself down again. You are an extraordinary, lovely young woman.”

      Her heart still pounded as she watched Calum stroll through the crowd as if he didn’t notice the admiring glances thrown his way. She saw him stop and address Lady Penelope and soon she was escorted towards the refreshments by Calum and she preened more than a peacock.

      George looked her way and mouthed, ‘thank you’. She inclined her head and smiled. They were each other’s world now, having lost their parents’ last year from the lung disease consumption.

      She stayed seated for almost the rest of the night. Totally ignored except for when George, as promised, escorted her into supper.

      Yet, this night would burn forever in her memory because Calum Arden, Marquess of Skye, finally regarded her as a desirable woman.

      But in the light of day, would his opinion change? He wanted George’s advice on the trip to the continent he had planned. When he came to lunch tomorrow to discuss it, she would test his opinion.
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      The next day, the men were in George’s study playing chess. “By the way, the next time you ask me to accompany you to a ball, please ensure the hostess has not closed the card room.”

      George laughed at Calum as they sat across from each other at the chessboard by the large roaring fire. “Stop trying to put me off my game. We have your black stallion riding on the outcome of this match.”

      “Putting you off? Your play is so slow, this game may well last longer than my horse.” They had started this game two weeks ago and so far, neither of the men was gaining the upper hand.

      George rubbed his forehead. “Speaking of last night, I thank you for following Alice’s direction to rescue me from Lady Penelope. It was generous of you, considering she hunted you for the rest of the evening.”

      “I may well have given her the wrong impression by my eagerness to escort her, but your sister is hard to turn down.” Calum looked at George. “You do realize Alice thinks she’s unmarriageable.”

      Her brother sighed and sat back in his chair and took a long drink from his wineglass. “I think some of the ladies were not particularly kind to her at the start of the season. She believes them when they say no man wants a cripple. I cannot convince her otherwise, and she’s lost all confidence.”

      “She’s not a cripple. She merely has a limp. Besides, she’s beautiful and has a very large dowry.”

      A picture of Alice formed in his head; a vision of grace and elegance, reminiscent of a delicate blossom. Her porcelain skin bore a soft, rosy hue, a testament to her youthful vitality. Her expressive hazel eyes, framed by long, dark lashes, possessed a sparkle that spoke of intelligence and kindness.

      She moved with a poised demeanor, despite the noticeable limp that accompanied her every step. Her gentle sway carried a subtle rhythm, a testament to her resilience rather than a hindrance. Her petite stature, adorned with tasteful attire of the finest fabrics, always carried an air of sophistication, each garment meticulously chosen to complement her figure and reflect her exquisite taste.

      Alice often styled her hair, a cascade of fair strawberry curls. in a simple yet elegant manner, adorned perhaps with a ribbon or two, framing her face in a way that highlighted her delicate features, and her smile, warm and genuine.

      Though constrained by her mobility, her spirit soared freely. Alice had a sharp wit, her intellect shining through in conversations that she graciously navigated with eloquence and charm. Her keen interest in literature and the arts made her a captivating conversationalist, effortlessly weaving tales and discussing the latest novels or artistic exhibitions.

      Despite the challenges she faced, Alice exuded a quiet strength that inspired admiration among those who had the privilege of crossing paths with her. If only society gave her a chance.

      “I love my sister. She’s the only family I have left and she made me promise that who, and if, she wed would be her choice. She’s very firm. Alice doesn’t want a marriage of convenience. Which of course means she’s unlikely to wed. How many love matches do you know of within the ton?”

      Calum could count them on one hand. He himself had no immediate thoughts of marriage. Not after his previous disaster. He wanted to travel. His father was as strong as an ox, he had three younger brothers, and he had little regard for women in general. They lied and flattered to get what they wanted. He’d learned that as a young man. They mostly viewed him as prey, either as a husband or a provider. He’d almost fallen into one female’s trap, and it had cost him his heart and pride.

      When it did come time to marry, he would do the choosing and be more circumspect where his heart was concerned. A woman would have to prove her devotion and love before he willingly surrendered his heart. Woman were often false where feelings were concerned. Money and security more of a driver than love.

      Except, of course, for Alice.

      As if she’d heard him, there was a soft knock at the study door and she entered. “Sorry to disturb you, but there is an urgent missive from Lord Starling,” she said and handed George the note.

      Upon reading it, he cursed. “My pardon, Alice, but I can’t escort you to Lady Eversham’s musical soiree tonight. Lord Starling is in urgent need of me and you know I cannot refuse.” Lord Starling had been their father’s closest friend.

      With a gleeful voice, Alice said, “What a shame. Never mind. I can have a night at home for a change.”

      “Or I could escort you,” Calum didn’t know why he offered. He didn’t wish to attend a boring recital. In fact, he was supposed to meet with Lady Patricia, but he wanted Alice to be seen. He wanted to rebuild her confidence and make her see, and society see, that she would make a wonderful wife and mother. She was worth more than any of the debutantes he’d had the misfortune to meet.

      Alice’s smile disappeared. “There is no need. I really don’t mind not attending.”

      George looked at Calum and nodded. “Thank you. That is most kind.”

      “Shall I collect you in my carriage at, say, eight?”

      Her green eyes flashed with anger. Why was Alice so reluctant? It was as if she didn’t wish to be seen with him and that rankled. Most women fought for his attentions.

      “That would be acceptable.” Then her attention turned to the chessboard. “Gosh, one of you could have this match won in four moves.” Then she cheekily added, “Do you need my help?”

      Both men frowned, with George leaning closer to the board. He studied it closely for several minutes before declaring, “Bother it. I cannot see what you are talking about. Can you, Calum?”

      He, too, could see no victory in what he thought would be his next four moves. His admiration for Alice grew. He understood how clever women could be. Most of them planned their entrapments as well as Wellington planned a battle, and he really didn’t want to lose his best stallion.

      He flashed Alice a smile only normally reserved for seducing his fancy women. “If I promised you the first foal from breeding my stallion, would you help me win?”

      “That’s not fair,” George exclaimed.

      “Oh, brother, I’ve already helped you. Calum would have had you two moves ago if you’d not asked for my help,” she responded teasingly.

      Calum’s eyebrow rose. “Is that so? Not very sporting. So, I have no qualms in asking your sister to share her skills.”

      “For a foal from your first breeding of the stallion?”

      “Absolutely.”

      “Not fair,” George crumbled.

      Alice sat next to him and her arm brushed his. Tension, hot and rapid as summer lightning, arced between them at the contact. Giving him a startled look, she turned her attention to the board. To his surprise, his damned loins tightened in response to merely touching her. That was new. He’d never thought of Alice as a woman in that way. Why now? He kept his expression cool when he asked, “Do I move knight to king four?”

      Alice arched a slender eyebrow. “You do know how to win this, but our deal stands.”

      Within the hour, Calum declared checkmate and George surrendered.

      Alice clapped her hands in glee. “I look forward to receiving payment. Now I shall leave you gentleman to your amusements. I’ll expect you at eight.”

      Once she’d left the room, George gave Calum a quizzical look. “Why this sudden interest in Alice?”

      He took a long drink of alcohol. “Whatever do you mean?”

      “You rushed to her defense at the ball last night and now jumping to escort her. If you were any other man, I’d have suspicions regarding your intentions.”

      “I too have a strategy. If I look to be interested in your sister, I’m sure other men will begin to notice and seek to learn why. That should help her find someone suitable. As for me, it will stop avaricious mamas and daughters from pursuing me if they believe I’m pursuing Alice. We will help each other.”

      As George sat back, nursing his drink, he said, “I can only think of one drawback. What if Alice falls for you? You know what your attentions can do to a woman. I don’t want my sister hurt.”
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