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For my beautiful sister, Janis—the kind of friend every girl should have.















Chapter One





Authentic: (1) Referring to an antiquity or artifact that is genuine; not a fake or forgery. (2) True and real, as in


Her feelings for the dashing solicitor were authentic—and, vexingly, unreciprocated.





London, 1817


Any girl with a smidgen of good sense would have given up on James Averill years ago.


Olivia Sherbourne’s problem was not so much a lack of good sense as it was an abundance of stubbornness. She’d pined after James for ten long years. No matter that he gave her scarce little encouragement; her patience was born out of a love that was deep, abiding, and true.


Also, she’d once seen his naked chest.


It was magnificent. And it had sustained her for the better part of a decade.


Even now, as Olivia surreptitiously watched him from across Lady Easton’s brilliantly lit ballroom, she could well imagine what lay beneath his finely tailored jacket. Warm, sun-browned skin, sinewy muscle, and a sculpted abdomen to rival Apollo’s.


Indeed, she could imagine all sorts of things. And she often did.


At the moment, as she spied him talking with her brother, Owen, the Duke of Huntford, she couldn’t help thinking about how she’d love to slide her hands beneath James’s lapels and up his chest, nudge his jacket off his impossibly broad shoulders, and spear her fingers through his short brown curls.


Normally, Olivia was more given to action than fantasy. She spoke her mind freely—her brother might say too freely—and did what she thought was right, even if polite society disagreed. She unapologetically pursued the things she wanted: an education that extended beyond music and French; some semblance of control over her future; and meaningful, if unconventional, friendships. She was not shy about chasing her desires.


Except when it came to James.


Because he mattered more than everything.


She’d loved him, her brother’s childhood friend, from afar for so long that some might think her rather, well, pathetic. But he’d given signs of noticing her of late—distracted glances and puzzled frowns. Granted, they weren’t the most encouraging of signs, but who knew? Perhaps tonight would be the night he finally asked her to waltz. A girl could dream.


And she was willing to wait for his feelings to catch up with hers. In fact, she would have been content to stand there, on the perimeter of the dance floor, catching glimpses of him here and there all evening. She easily spotted him in the throng. His athletic physique and easy smile turned her bones to jelly, and a soft sigh escaped her lips.


A throat cleared, and she wrested her gaze away from James, focusing it on the classically handsome face of the man standing before her. “My apologies, Lord Dixon. I fear I was woolgathering.” Her cheeks warmed.


“It is I who should apologize, for startling you.” The young marquess smiled reassuringly. “And I must confess I find your ability to daydream amid the chaos of a ball impressive. Not to mention charming,” he added, blue eyes twinkling.


“You are most kind.” Lord Dixon was just the sort of gentleman Owen would like her to marry: well respected, titled, rich, and unfailingly proper. Olivia herself could find only one flaw with him—he wasn’t James.


The marquess smoothed a hand down the front of his waistcoat and cleared his throat once more. “Lady Olivia, would you care to—”


“Ah, there you are.” Rose, Olivia’s younger sister, rushed to her side, breathless and uncharacteristically agitated. “Good evening, Lord Dixon.” She half curtsied. “I hope I’m not interrupting.”


“Not at all. We were just about to—”


“I wondered if I might have a word with you, Olivia.” She cast an apologetic glance at the marquess. “In private.”


Rose’s normally serene expression was marred by worry lines on her forehead. A chill slithered up Olivia’s spine. Her sister wouldn’t dream of impolitely whisking her away unless the matter were truly urgent.


“Of course.” Lord Dixon bowed graciously. “Don’t let me delay you. We may resume our conversation later, if it pleases you.”


“I shall look forward to it,” Olivia said. “Thank you for your understanding.”


“Yes, thank you,” Rose echoed, even as she began tugging Olivia by the arm. She led her to a secluded spot between two potted palms and wrung her hands.


“You’re frightening me, Rose. What’s happened?”


“I’ve just learned some news. And I wanted to tell you before you heard it from someone else. I’m afraid you’ll find it… distressing.”


Olivia’s fingers went numb. “Is someone ill? Anabelle’s mother? Or the baby?”


“No, no. They’re fine. It’s nothing like that.”


“Then what?”


Rose’s eyes shone with compassion. “It concerns Mr. Averill.”


“James?” Olivia’s knees wobbled, and she grasped the edge of a pot for support. “Is he”—dear God, she could barely bring herself to utter the word—“engaged?” Her voice cracked.


Rose shook her head emphatically. “No.”


Olivia took a gulp of air and nodded. “That’s good.” If James was neither engaged nor dead, the news could not be that devastating. Could it?


“He just made an announcement. It seems that he’s preparing to travel to Egypt.”


The ballroom tilted. “Egypt?”


“Yes, where he’ll participate in an archaeological dig—for two years.”


Olivia blinked. “Did you say two years?”


“I’m afraid so.”


Olivia swallowed the painful lump in her throat. “When? That is, when will he leave?”


“At the end of the summer. I’m so sorry, Olivia.”


“It’s all right,” she lied. “I knew he was fond of antiquities, of course. I just never imagined…” A future without James in it.


“Would you like to leave the ball? I could tell Owen that you have a headache and we could return home.”


“No. No need to spoil your night.”


“I don’t mind—”


“I know.” Olivia smoothed a few stray locks behind her ears as though composing herself were just that easy. “Summer’s end. That’s only, what, eight weeks away?”


“Yes.” Rose looked as distraught as Olivia felt.


“Then that’s all the time I have.”


“For what?”


“To make him fall in love with me.” Of course, she would first have to make him notice her. And treat her as something other than a piece of furniture that one avoided so as not to stub a toe.


Rose’s brow furrowed with empathy. “I’m not certain it’s possible to make someone fall in love.” As always, Rose was the voice of logic and reason. But certainly there was also a time for passion. Olivia decided that time was now.


“You are right, as usual. Still, I must try.”


“How?”


“I wish I knew.” She’d already tried daring gowns, turned ankles, and moving bits of poetry. “None of my more subtle tacks has succeeded in capturing his attention.”


“You must remember,” Rose said sympathetically, “that Mr. Averill is a close friend of Owen’s. Our brother can be terribly intimidating.”


Olivia loved Rose for suggesting their brother might be the cause of James’s apparent lack of interest, but she knew better. “James isn’t afraid of Owen—or anyone.” Though James looked a perfect gentleman, he was arguably the best boxer in all of London.


“True. But Mr. Averill is an honorable gentleman and, as such, would respect Owen’s wishes with regard to you. A boxing match is one thing. Sisters are quite another.”


“This is one aspect of my life that I refuse to let Owen dictate. And given tonight’s news, I think I must resort to drastic measures.”


Rose paled. “Your impulsive nature is one of the things I love best about you…,” she began.


“But…?”


“You must think carefully about what you will say to Mr. Averill tonight. Your actions could have serious and lasting consequences—for both of you.”


“I know.” Olivia swallowed, sobered by her sister’s words. “Wish me luck?”


Rose hugged her. “You know I do. Just… be careful. I don’t want to see you hurt.”


Olivia smiled weakly. “Neither do I.” But she knew heartbreak was a distinct possibility.


Her unrequited love must seem ridiculous to her family and friends. Indeed, she questioned her own good sense on a daily basis. But this was no fleeting infatuation. She had a connection with James, understood him. She was charmed by the way his lips moved when he was deep in thought—as though he were talking himself through a difficult problem. She loved the way his eyes lit up when he recounted the latest additions to the British Museum. She even adored his tendency to become distracted by a rare plant when she endeavored to show off a smart new pair of slippers.


Still, she’d never stoop to snaring James in a marriage trap. She didn’t want to trick him into taking her as his wife.


What she wanted—what she’d dreamed of every single night for the last ten years—was his complete and utter adoration. She wanted to wake up beside him and have cozy conversations over breakfast. She wanted to ride with him all afternoon and then find a shady spot where they could eat sliced chicken, crusty bread, and strawberries. She wanted him to pick wildflowers and tuck one behind her ear and look at her as though he couldn’t believe how fortunate he was that he’d found her.


Although, in actuality, she had found him. But she loved him too much to quibble over such trifling matters.


And that’s why the thought of confessing her feelings to James terrified her.


After tonight, she wouldn’t be able to delude herself with platitudes like He simply isn’t aware you hold him in such high regard or He must believe his attentions would be unwelcome.


She had to face the very real and terrifying possibility that he did not return her affections.


A shiver stole through her limbs, but she shook it off. Ten years of dreaming and two and one-half seasons of waiting could not be for naught.


Their fairy-tale romance would begin tonight.


Olivia simply refused to believe anything different.


James Averill could be forgiven if he arrived at the Easton ball slightly foxed.


He was celebrating, damn it.


In a couple months he’d be on a ship headed to the land of archaeological wonders.


It had taken years of meticulous planning, but he’d finally realized his dream. He’d saved enough money to ensure his mother and brother would be comfortable. He’d taken on a partner so that his clients wouldn’t be left in a lurch.


In just eight weeks, he’d leave behind his office, complete with stacks of mind-numbing contracts and sleep-inducing law books, and set off for the adventure of a lifetime.


Which called for another drink.


He swept his gaze around the already bustling ballroom. Huntford and Foxburn were a head taller than most of the other guests and easy to spot in the crowd.


James smiled and nodded politely to a viscount and several older ladies as he meandered toward his friends. Thanks to his finely tailored coat and practiced manners, he blended into this privileged world rather well. Like certain species of lizards in the desert, he was capable of mimicking the landscape. However, at times such as this, he was acutely aware that ballrooms were not his natural environment.


He was a solicitor, someone who worked. For his living. Huntford and Foxburn didn’t hold that against him, but then, they both knew he could kick their asses from London to Edinburgh and back again.


“Good evening, gentlemen.” James had to admit that marriage agreed with both the duke and the earl. Huntford still brooded, but James suspected it was mostly for show. Foxburn now smiled with startling frequency.


“Averill,” Huntford replied, welcoming him with a slap on the shoulder. Foxburn signaled to a passing waiter and James deduced that his drink was on its way.


The duke leaned his large frame toward James and lowered his voice. “There’s a matter I need to discuss with you.”


“Business?” James hoped it was nothing terribly complex. His mind was not at its sharpest.


Huntford frowned. “Of a sort. Can we meet at your office tomorrow?”


James raised a brow. “Of course.”


“Very good. We will deal with it then.” The duke pinched the bridge of his nose and shook his head, as if to clear his mind of troubling thoughts.


Foxburn idly tapped the foot of his cane on the parquet floor. “I understand congratulations are in order, Averill.”


“Yes. Everything’s been arranged. I leave for my expedition at the end of the summer.”


“Egypt.” Foxburn seemed to consider this as he took a large swig of his drink. “You’re giving up all this”—he waved his cane in an arc to indicate the sparkling ballroom—“to ride camels?”


“And unwrap mummies,” Huntford added.


“And sleep in a tent.” Foxburn was really enjoying himself now. “Be careful you don’t get sand in your drawers.”


All three men squirmed at the thought.


“The discomfort will be worth it,” James said confidently, “if I unearth one ancient artifact—one clue to the civilizations that came before us.”


“What might that be?” Huntford asked, skeptical. “A bit of broken pottery? Something that might have been the tip of a spear but is more likely a plain old rock?”


“Well, yes.” Actually, he hoped to discover something with pictures or writing—a unique piece that had never been seen before—but explaining himself to these two seemed a waste of breath. “If I find some old pottery or rocks, I’ll consider the trip a success.”


Huntford and Foxburn stared at him as though he should be carted off to Bedlam.


James was about to say the devil could take them both when the waiter returned with his drink. He took a long draw and found his mood improved almost immediately.


As the strains of a waltz carried through the ballroom, the duke and earl craned their necks in search of their wives. The duchess and countess were sisters, and although they didn’t resemble each other, each was beautiful in her own right.


“You’d better hurry to your wives’ sides,” James advised. “There are half a dozen rogues here hoping to claim them for a dance.”


Huntford growled. “Anabelle and Daphne are more than capable of fending off advances, aren’t they, Foxburn?”


The earl snorted. “I feel sorry for the poor bastards.”


James had no reason to doubt his friends, but he noticed they practically plowed through the crowd in order to join their lovely wives.


He smiled to himself and looked about for an inconspicuous spot in which to finish his drink and select a couple of beautiful young ladies to later seek out as dance partners.


It was a fine plan, and the evening promised to be pleasant.


Until Olivia Sherbourne waylaid him.


Waylaid was actually too benign a word; what Olivia did could best be described as hunting him to ground.


Appearing out of nowhere was an alarming habit of hers. One minute he was relaxed and pondering dance partners; the next he was toe to toe with a brown-haired, doe-eyed force of nature. A hurricane in a pretty blue frock.


“There you are!” she announced. “You must follow me.”


No greeting, no niceties, just “You must follow me.” Must he? Really? Because he’d been rather content standing there with his drink.


But Olivia was already striding toward the French doors at the back of the room, assuming he was following along at her heels like a well-trained pup. She was Huntford’s sister, for God’s sake. He couldn’t not follow her.


Bloody hell.


She disappeared briefly behind a trio of matrons before slipping out the doors. James ducked out after her, determined to steer her back into the ballroom as quickly as possible.


He stepped onto the terrace, which spanned the considerable width of the house and was softly illuminated by a few lanterns and the moon, hanging in a cloudless sky.


“Over here,” she called in a loud whisper. She stood at the corner of the patio, her white gloves waving him over like a beacon on the rocky shore.


Instinct told him he shouldn’t do her bidding. Instinct was practically shouting at him, in fact, and his feet remained rooted to the flagstone.


Olivia seemed to sense his hesitation and doubled back toward him. “We haven’t much time,” she explained, dragging him unceremoniously along by his free arm. At least she hadn’t made him spill his drink.


“Where are we going?” He thought it a fair question and desperately hoped the answer wasn’t, oh, Gretna Green.


“Right here.” She stopped before a stone bench.


“Why?”


She sat and pulled him down beside her. Her expression was impossible to decipher, but her chest rose and fell as though she were frightened. Her white teeth nibbled at her lower lip. Now that she had him here, she seemed at a loss for words.


That never happened with Olivia.


“Are you in some sort of trouble?”


“No,” she said quickly. “Er, not that I know of.”


He grinned. “How refreshing. Even as a girl, you always seemed to find trouble. Remember the time you managed to climb into the stable with the foals and couldn’t get—”


“Don’t,” she snapped.


“Don’t what?” He’d been trying to put her at ease so she could say whatever it was she needed to say. She seemed less than grateful.


“Don’t treat me like Owen’s little sister.”


Holy hell. James drained his glass in one gulp and set it on the bench.


“If you don’t want to be treated like a child,” he said slowly, “stop acting like one. Start by telling me why you brought me out here.”


Olivia moistened her lips with the tip of her tongue. It didn’t help. Her mouth was as dry as a dust rag. “I needed to speak with you privately.”


James’s mossy-green eyes flashed a challenge. “I’m listening.”


Her pulse raced madly. This exchange was not going at all as she’d hoped. James was supposed to have detected the tremor in her voice and taken her hands in his, smoothing the pads of his thumbs over the backs of her gloves. By now, he should be gazing at her with concern and a healthy dose of appreciation for the revealing neckline of her gown.


But his strong arms were crossed and his normally full lips were pressed together in a thin line. He had the look of someone who had requested tea an hour ago and was still waiting. Not thirsty so much as… exasperated.


Panicked, she considered making up an excuse for her behavior. She could say she wanted to buy a gift for Owen and Anabelle’s new baby and was considering a puppy. Surely James must have an opinion on that—


“Olivia.” The impatience gave an edge to his voice, but she also heard a hint of compassion, and it propelled her forward.


There would be no dipping her toe in the water. The only way to proceed was to hurl herself in—even if it was way over her head.


She swallowed hard and looked directly into his beautiful eyes. “I love you.”


James blinked once. He wore the disoriented expression of someone who’d been woken in the middle of the night—and was not happy about it. “What do you mean?”


Olivia took a deep breath. “It happened in the summer of 1807, when you visited my brother at Huntford Manor. Owen preferred to spend summers with his friends, but Father insisted he spend at least one week with us, and he always brought you. I was eleven years old that summer, and one day I wanted to fish with you and Owen but he said I couldn’t because I would only scare the fish and annoy him. I refused to leave—”


“Of course you did,” James mumbled.


“So you remember that day?”


“No. Please, go on.” He picked up the glass beside him and looked at the bottom forlornly.


“Owen threatened to throw me in the river if I didn’t return to the house.”


“Let me guess.” James dragged a hand through his hair, leaving it charmingly mussed. “I championed your cause—bloodied your brother’s nose so you could have your way.”


“No. Even better. You gave me a chance to prove myself. You said that if I could bait my own hook with a live worm—without squealing—I should be allowed to stay and fish. Otherwise, I had to go.”


“And how did you fare?”


“I succeeded. Well, Owen tried to say that it didn’t count because of the retching—”


James cringed. “You didn’t.”


“A little. But you said that retching had not been prohibited by the agreement, so I must be permitted to stay and fish.”


“I see.” He looked over his shoulder toward the terrace. “So, I gather you wanted to express your gratitude, and now you have. Excellent. Shall we return to the ballroom?”


With a boldness that was shocking, even for her, she placed her hand on his leg. More precisely, his very hard and muscular thigh. “I haven’t told you everything.”


His gaze flew to her hand and remained there as he said, “I’m not certain we have time for the entire story, Olivia. We’ve been out here for a quarter of an hour and you’re still in 1807.”


She angled her head so that he was forced to look into her eyes. “I’ve waited ten years to tell you how I feel. Please, let me finish.”


James placed a palm over her hand—the one still on his leg—and a delicious warmth traveled up Olivia’s arm and throughout her body, leaving her breathless and tingling all over.


“If someone discovers us alone out here,” he said softly, “your reputation will be shattered. Also, your brother will skewer me on the spot. If you feel that there’s more you must say, we can arrange another—”


“This won’t take long.” She could feel him retreating and doubled her resolve. “I didn’t fall in love with you that day, but I started to. Every summer I learned more about you, and you always made me feel important—like I was more than Owen’s bothersome little sister. I lived for the moments I would see you again.”


“You were young,” James said. “It was infatuation.”


Angry tears sprang to her eyes. “Then why have I waited for you? Why am I devastated at the thought of you leaving for Egypt? Why do I dream of you every single night?”


James stood and dragged his hands down his face. “You don’t know what you’re saying.”


Olivia leaped off the bench and stood before him. “Look at me, James. I’m not a little girl.” She put her hands on her hips for emphasis. “This is not a schoolgirl crush—not anymore.”


“Have you been drinking?”


She heaved a sigh—he would have to ask that. “I may have nicked a few sips of Owen’s brandy earlier today. But that was hours ago.”


“You are incorrigible. Do you know that?”


She fingered the long curl that had been artfully arranged to fall over her right shoulder. “I can see that I have shocked you for the second time this evening, and I’m glad.”


He clenched his jaw, and she longed to touch the faint shadow of stubble along his chin.


“I have half a mind to march into that ballroom”—he pointed behind her—“and inform your brother that he needs to find you a chaperone and tether her to you for the remainder of the season.” His broad shoulders strained at the confines of his jacket each time he waved his arm for emphasis.


Olivia inched closer to him, so that only a breath separated her chest and his torso. The one she had seen in all its naked glory. He smelled like leather and ink and pure male.


“You won’t do that,” she said.


A feral smile lit his face. “Oh yes, I will.”


Her heartbeat thundered in her chest. She knew what she must do.


Before she could lose her nerve, she threw her arms around his neck and stood on tiptoe.


And she kissed him.















Chapter Two



James inhaled sharply as Olivia’s body collided with his. Her hands locked behind his head and she pressed her lips to his.


He grabbed her by the elbows and ducked out of her embrace. “What the hell are you doing?”


She took two steps back and pressed one hand over her mouth, the other over her belly.


“This is madness,” he muttered, more to himself than to her.


His blood was boiling—and not from desire. How dare Olivia spoil their friendship? Things would never be the same between them now. No more playful banter, no more gentle teasing. She’d ruined everything. Including his lifelong friendship with her brother.


And if there was one thing he didn’t need right now, it was a scandal. Or melodrama of any sort. Nothing that would interfere with his plans to travel and explore.


“I’m going to pretend that you didn’t do that,” he said carefully. “In fact, it never happened.”


Her chest heaved above the neckline of her gown, which was much too revealing now that he thought on it. He was shocked that Huntford let her out of the house in that pitiful excuse for a dress. She looked as though she might cry. And she still hadn’t spoken a word since he pushed her away.


He counted to ten in his head and let the anger seep out of him. Somehow, Olivia had gotten the wrong idea. The gentlemanly thing to do would be to firmly but kindly inform her that while he was flattered, he was in no way able to return her affections.


Above all else, he had to quickly escort her back to her brother’s side.


He let out a long breath, grabbed her by the hand, and pulled her back to the bench. “Let’s sit.”


For once, she did as he asked. She was slightly more composed, but her lower lip trembled and her chin was puckered like a strawberry. He felt as big as a snail.


“I’m sorry for the way I reacted. You caught me off guard.”


“I understand.” She gazed at her hands in her lap.


James hated seeing her so defeated. Where was the spunk he’d always admired?


“I… ah… am very flattered that you would—”


“Brazenly launch myself at you?” The tiniest, most reluctant smile escaped her lips.


He chuckled, and the tightness in his chest eased. “As brazen launches go, it was impressive.”


She giggled. “Thank you. If you were any less sturdy, we might both have landed feet-up in the hedges over there.”


Ah, she was a good sport, but the hurt still showed in the tightness around her mouth.


James slipped an arm around her shoulders. “I am truly sorry. Most men would welcome the attention of a beautiful young lady, but I—”


“You think I’m beautiful?”


Had he said that?


She sat up straighter, as though his answer were very important.


“Of course you are.” It was true. “And you deserve to be properly courted by the right kind of gentleman.”


Olivia laughed, a throaty, lusty sound. “Alas, I’ve yet to be properly courted by anyone. Maybe because I’ve been blind to anyone but you.”


He rested his chin on the top of her head and inhaled the sweet scent of wildflowers.


“I don’t deserve that kind of devotion, and I certainly cannot return it. I’m leaving for Egypt at the end of the summer, you know. I’ll be gone for a couple years.”


She tilted back her head and looked at him. “That’s precisely the reason I had to tell you how I felt. You’ve no idea how much I’ll miss you. I can’t even imagine going so long without seeing you.”


Warmth bloomed in James’s chest. It was nice to know someone would miss him—and not just because he was a damned fine solicitor or a good boxing partner or because he paid the bills. He supposed his mother and brother might miss him a little, but he’d been saving up for years to make sure they’d have all they needed in his absence. Now that he thought on it, they seemed more than happy to see him go.


“You know, I believe I shall miss you, too.” He hadn’t realized it until just then.


“Would you mind if I wrote to you occasionally?” Olivia asked. “I promise I won’t flood you with letters, and you don’t have to write me back if you’re too busy with your artifacts and such. I just want to make sure that… that…” Her eyes welled.


“What?”


“That you don’t forget me.”


Before he knew what he was doing, he took her chin in his hand and smoothed his thumb over her bottom lip. Her mouth opened slightly; he was mesmerized.


Odd, he’d never noticed the perfect bow of her lips or the lovely slope of her nose. He’d never appreciated the way her eyes positively shined with emotion when she looked at him—like she was trying to show him all the things she felt inside.


And now, here they were. Sitting in the moonlight and touching each other. Alone.


A single chestnut curl dangled seductively over her bare shoulder, fluttering softly in the evening breeze. She leaned closer, giving him a glorious view of her round, high breasts and the crease where they squeezed together in the middle.


Blood rushed to his cock, leaving him pleasantly light-headed.


“Kiss me,” she murmured against his thumb. “Just once.”


He shouldn’t. He knew it. But she was melting into him, a soft, silk-clad breast brushing against his arm.


“Please,” she whispered as her heavy eyelids drifted shut.


One brief kiss couldn’t hurt, he reasoned. One kiss, to say good-bye.


He slid his hand behind her head and pulled her toward him, heard her sigh.


For a heartbeat, their noses touched and their breath mingled—warm, forbidden, irresistible. Then his mouth was on hers.


He intended it to be the lightest and briefest of kisses, and it started out in just that way. He brushed his lips across hers, a mere whisper of a touch. But she tasted so sweet that he kissed her again.


Olivia ignited instantly, splaying a hand over his waistcoat and increasing the pressure of her mouth.


Whatever control James had pretended to wield slipped through his hands like a rope without a knot. The kiss went from tepid to searing in three seconds flat.


He speared his fingers through her silky hair and eased her lips apart with his tongue. She gasped, but then met each thrust with a passion that made his heart pound and his cock go as hard as sarsen stone. Bloody hell.


His fingers itched to caress the expanse of skin above her gown, to tease her nipples to tight buds beneath the blue silk. He imagined how beautiful she would look if he loosened the laces at her back and freed her breasts from her corset, baring them to the evening air.


But the croak of a bullfrog snapped him out of his lust-driven haze. The insistent bass reminded him of the time he’d dared Olivia to hold a frog while he counted to twenty.


Of course she had.


Abruptly, he pulled away and stood. “I did as you asked.” He tried to sound unaffected, cool, but succeeded only in sounding like a prig. “Now we both need to return to the ball. Would you like to go first, or do you need a moment to compose yourself?”


Olivia remained seated on the bench. With a dazed stare, she touched a gloved fingertip to her swollen lips. A few more locks of her hair had sprung free. James was about to repeat the question when she blinked as though waking from a trance. “I’ll go first.”


Guilt niggled at his gut like rats chewing through a sack. “If your brother should ask where you’ve been…”


She rose in one fluid motion, shook out her skirts, and smoothed the hair at her temples. “I can handle Owen.”


“I know. But we shouldn’t have… I shouldn’t have…”


A languorous, sated glow lit her face. “I’m glad we did. And do you want to know something else? I can’t wait till we do it again.”


Before he could utter a protest—they most certainly were not going to do it again—she swept past him, casting a saucy grin over her bare shoulder.


As James watched her glide through the shadows toward the house, dread settled over him. He had the same awful feeling one gets after blindly stepping in four inches of mud.


But there was one thing he knew for certain—nothing in this world would keep him from going on his expedition. Nothing. And, more importantly, no one.


Olivia slept extremely late the next day—till a quarter past two. Kissing was apparently quite exhausting.


She didn’t ring for her maid but donned a green-striped morning dress, twisted her hair into a knot at her nape, and scurried next door to Rose’s bedchamber. There’d been no opportunity last night to tell her sister about the kiss.


Close to bursting with excitement, Olivia tapped at the door.


“Come in.” Rose sat in a chair by the window with her feet curled under her and a book in her lap. “At last, you’re awake,” she said with a warm smile.


Olivia leaped onto the bed, flopping flat onto her back. Gazing at the ceiling, she said, “What a glorious morning—er, afternoon.”


“You’re rather jubilant. Things went well with Mr. Averill?”


Olivia faced Rose and grinned. “I think you should start calling him ‘James.’ He’s going to be your brother-in-law, after all.” Of course, she was only jesting about that. Perhaps. But not really.


Rose’s eyes widened. “The meeting must have gone very well indeed.”


“It was an excellent start. Almost better than I’d hoped. He kissed me, Rose. Not a chaste or brotherly kiss, but one full of passion.” How could she even begin to explain such a knee-weakening kiss to her sister?


“What did you do?”


“I kissed him back. I would have kissed him all night if he hadn’t insisted on protecting my reputation.”


“I think that was very wise of him,” Rose said diplomatically.


Olivia sighed. “Gallant, too.”


“Have his plans changed, then?”


Oh right—Egypt. “There wasn’t much time to discuss his trip, but the important thing is that he now knows how I feel about him, and I could tell by the way he kissed me that he must feel something for me, too.”


“Love?”


Olivia sat up and swung her legs over the side of the bed. “I don’t think so—not yet. But there shall be time for that. Last night was only the first phase of my plan. At the very least, I’ve managed to persuade him I’m no longer a girl in pigtails.” Deep inside, though, Olivia hoped she’d achieved more than that. Now that she’d tasted passion, she craved it even more.


“I’m delighted to see you so happy.” Rose sat beside Olivia and wrapped a slender arm around her shoulders. “You deserve everything your heart desires.”


Her heart definitely desired James. Other parts of her did as well.


Just then, their lady’s maid, Hildy, bustled into the bedchamber, a tower of fresh bedsheets in hand. “Good afternoon, my ladies. Shall I come back later?”


“No, please stay,” said Rose. “It’s time Olivia and I wandered downstairs for luncheon.”


“An excellent idea,” Olivia agreed. “Maybe we can persuade Anabelle and Owen to join us.”


“Her Grace is in the drawing room, but the duke is in his study with Mr. Averill.”


Olivia’s heart nearly leaped out of her chest, and she squeezed Rose’s arm. Hard. “Mr. Averill is here?”


Hildy placed the new sheets on an ottoman, frowned at the flattened pillows on Rose’s reading chair, and began plumping them. “Indeed, my lady. He arrived just as I was heading toward the stairs. Mr. Dennison said he’d escort him to His Grace’s study.”


Olivia sprang from the bed and went to Hildy’s side. “How did he look?”


Hildy eyed Olivia with a mixture of concern and confusion. “Same as he always has, miss—portly, self-important, and somewhat cross with the world.”


“Not Dennison. Mr. Averill.”


“Oh.” The maid’s cheeks flushed pink. “I suppose he looked well. Fit. And rather serious.”


“Thank you, Hildy,” said Rose. “Would you give Olivia and me two minutes, please?”


“Certainly.” She dipped a quick curtsy and left, shutting the door behind her.


Olivia turned to Rose, still sitting on the bed. She couldn’t make her mouth form the question she wanted to ask, so she asked it with her eyes. They’d always been able to communicate this way. Could James’s visit with Owen possibly mean what I think it means?


Rose drew a deep breath. “Why else would he be here? He’s meeting privately with our brother, the day after he kissed you on Lord Easton’s terrace.”


“This doesn’t seem real.” Olivia’s legs began to shake; she felt behind her and sank carefully onto the ottoman.


Rose’s angelic face broke into a wide smile. “At this very moment, Mr. Averill is downstairs… asking for your hand in marriage. Good heavens. What shall we do?”


Olivia wiped her moist palms on the skirt of her morning dress, which, now that she thought on it, was far too plain a gown in which to accept a marriage proposal. “Let’s start by calling Hildy back in. Then I think the three of us should repair to my room so I can change into a prettier gown and have Hildy do something with my hair.”


Rose squealed—which was very unlike her—and jumped up to hug Olivia. “I’m so delighted for you.”


Olivia blinked away the tears that started to blur her vision. If James’s proposal was half as wonderful as she’d dreamed it would be, today was going to be the happiest day of her life.


“Averill.” Huntford waved him into the chair before his desk and leaned back, stretching like he’d been hunched over a ledger for hours. “I was going to visit your office later.”


James had been there most of the morning. Flogging himself for his behavior the previous night—a topic he had no intention of broaching with Huntford. But he knew the duke had a business matter to discuss. “I thought I’d save you the trip. I’m on my way to the Lakes.” Maybe if he put three hundred miles between him and Olivia, he’d feel less guilty.


“Good God. For how long?”


James shrugged. “Several weeks.” Or however long it took Olivia to realize there was no possibility of a future between them. Chances were, a beauty like her would have a beau before the week was out.


Huntford narrowed his eyes. “This isn’t like you, leaving town at the drop of a hat. You don’t even go out for a pint without charting a course.”


“There’s not much keeping me in London anymore. And there are a few sites I’ve been wanting to explore.”


Huntford grinned. “Ah. I should have guessed. It’s not going to be the same around here without you.” He pointed toward the sideboard. “Drink?”


“No,” James answered quickly. Guilt squeezed at his throat like a too-tight cravat. The sooner he concluded this meeting and removed himself from Olivia’s home—and London—the better. “What was the matter you wished to ask me about?”


“It’s sensitive and… complicated.” Huntford sighed and tented his fingers. “It involves my sister.”


Bloody hell. It was probably too much to hope that the duke was referring to Rose. What if someone had seen James and Olivia together and informed Huntford? He didn’t seem angry, but the duke was notoriously difficult to read.


Somehow, James managed to choke out, “Which sister?”


“Olivia.” Huntford glared over his fingertips at James for what seemed like an eternity. Then he slid open a desk drawer to his right, leaned down, and withdrew a folded, sealed note, which he laid on the desk before him.


James exhaled lightly. Absurd though it was, he felt relief that Huntford had produced a piece of parchment and not, oh, a gun. However, he was not in the clear yet. Inclining his head toward the note, he asked, “What is it?”


Huntford eyed the note distastefully. “It came by messenger yesterday—from my father’s solicitor, Neville Whitby.”


James blinked. The previous duke had been dead for at least five years, and though he and his friend had never discussed it, James assumed the rumors were true. Huntford’s father, heartbroken when his duchess betrayed him, had killed himself with a bullet to the head. In the very study where they now sat.


“I know Whitby. Go on,” James encouraged.


“Apparently, my father made an unusual provision in his will. This letter was to be presented to Olivia upon the occasion of her twenty-first birthday.”


James shook his head, certain he hadn’t heard correctly. “Olivia is twenty-one?”


“Almost twenty-two. Whitby admitted that the letter had slipped his mind.”


“Did your father leave any other instructions?”


Huntford snorted. “None. Only that no one, save the solicitor, should be told about the letter until Olivia turned twenty-one. And at that time, it should be given to her.”


James pondered the possibilities for several moments. The dark shadows beneath the duke’s eyes hinted at his fears. The note could stir up all the grief Olivia endured when her mother deserted her and her father took his own life.


“Is there a separate letter for Rose?” James asked.


“I asked the solicitor if I should expect another when Rose turns twenty-one. Whitby swore that this was the only one.”


“Olivia knows nothing of it?”


“No.” Huntford’s eyes locked on his. “Whitby and I—and now you—are the only ones who know the letter exists. You’re the only person I trust enough to tell.” The duke stood, stalked to the window, and stared outside. “After all this time. My sisters had finally seemed to come to terms with my father’s sudden, violent death. Rose is much improved—although still more reserved than she used to be—and Olivia has shown much more maturity of late.”


James resisted the urge to squirm. She’d grown up, all right.


“I’d intended to see her engaged by the end of the season,” Huntford continued. “But now… this.”


James coughed, grateful that the duke was not facing him and therefore unable to see the sheen of sweat that had broken out on his forehead.


“Perhaps the letter’s contents are benign,” James said. “Your father could have set up a trust for Olivia.”


“I can’t imagine he would have done so for Olivia and not for Rose. He adored them both.”


“Maybe it’s just a bit of family history that he wanted to pass down to his older daughter,” James suggested.


“It’s unlikely,” Huntford said, turning to face him squarely. “My father was not of sound mind in the days just before his death, and I must assume that he penned the note during that time. I’m sure you’ve heard the gossip about the circumstances of his death. It’s all true. When my mother ran off to the Continent with one of her lovers, my father could not bear it. He shot himself.” The duke grimaced. “I’ve never spoken of it with anyone besides my sisters and Belle—before now.”


The words I’m sorry were on James’s lips, but somehow he didn’t think his friend wanted his sympathy. What the duke wanted was a solution to today’s problem, and the least James could do was help him sort through his options.


“If your father wrote the note in the days leading up to his death, as you suspect, it could be an explanation of sorts.”


“That’s what I’m afraid of. It could stir up all the pain of that time. And what purpose could it possibly serve, other than to convey the depth of his anguish?”


“It could be an apology.”


“I had considered that. But we’ve already forgiven him. It took me the longest, I’m ashamed to say, but we’ve all come to terms with it.”


James stroked his chin and considered all his friend had shared. “As you’ve probably already deduced, you have four possible courses of action.”


Huntford raised a brow. “First?”


“Carry out the provision of your father’s will and give Olivia the letter. As your solicitor, I would advise you to do so.”


The duke scowled. “Next option.”


“You could read the letter and then decide whether to give it to Olivia.”


“Let me guess, you’d advise against this.”


James shot his friend an apologetic smile. “I would. For legal reasons, obviously, but more so because Olivia would likely resent it.”


Huntford nodded. “Third option?”


“Destroy the letter. Pretend it never existed, and Olivia need never know.”


The duke paced before the window. “It’s tempting. Our lives are proceeding so nicely at the moment—why risk ruining that?”


James sighed. “As your friend, I can certainly understand why you’d want to spare your sister any unnecessary suffering, but…”


“But what?” Huntford urged.


“Olivia is a grown woman. Perhaps it’s time you treated her as such.” James was certain he’d pay for that comment next time they boxed. “Furthermore,” he dared, “if you destroy the letter, it can’t be undone.”


Huntford glowered at the letter as though he couldn’t wait to set it on fire. “That’s the whole point.”


“True. But as the weeks, months, and years go by, you might regret your decision. You might be sorry you never heard what your father wanted to say.”


“Damn it, Averill. Sometimes I wish you didn’t have quite so much integrity.”


Dear Jesus, if his friend only knew.


Eager to change the subject, James said, “There’s one more option I can think of. In difficult situations, it’s often the most prudent.”


“What’s that?”


“Do nothing. Wait. Give yourself time to think it through. In the larger scheme of things, a few weeks or months are unlikely to make a difference—but extra time could bring you clarity.”


“Wait,” the duke repeated to himself. “I like that.”


James relaxed a little. Huntford seemed to have the answer he needed—at least for now—which meant James could be on his way. He was so eager to take his leave that if it weren’t extremely bad form, he would have slapped his friend on the back and sprinted for the front door. Rising slowly from his chair, he said, “Well, if there’s nothing else you need from me—”


“There is.”


James kept his expression neutral, but inside, he unleashed a string of curses. Normally, he would do anything for Huntford, but this situation was different—it involved Olivia. “How can I help?”


Huntford marched to his desk, scooped up the letter, and held it out to James.


James kept his arms pinned to his sides. “I don’t understand.”


“Take this,” the duke said. “Until I decide what to do.”


Oh no. No, no, no. “Why don’t you lock it in a drawer?”


“Because I’d have the key. I don’t trust myself. If I know where it is, I’ll be tempted to read it. Or burn it. Neither would be fair to Olivia. Take it”—he shook the letter for emphasis—“and keep it safe.”


James held out his palms. “This is a family matter. I shouldn’t get involved.”


The duke tossed the letter onto his desk and slumped into his chair, defeated. “I apologize. I won’t take any more of your time. Thank you for stopping by and for the excellent advice. I’ll—”


“Fine.” James was certain he would regret this.


Huntford shot him a hopeful look.


“I’ll hold on to the letter for a while.” James took it and stuffed it into the breast pocket of his jacket. “However, I must return it to you before I leave for Egypt.”


The duke closed his eyes briefly, as though deeply relieved. “Thank you.”


“You are welcome. Please give my best to Anabelle and ah… your sisters.”


Before long, James would be rumbling along the road in his coach, watching London disappear through the rear window. His driver, Ian, claimed he could cover the distance in three days. James had already loaded the coach with the clothes and tools he’d need for a few weeks of exploring in Westmorland and couldn’t wait to be on his way.


Huntford stood, walked to James’s side, and slapped him on the back. “I’ll walk you out.”


They made it to the foyer. Dennison was handing James his hat when the door to the drawing room burst open and a blur of pink silk and ribbons spilled forth.


“James! What a lovely surprise.”


Well, he supposed he had this coming. “A pleasure to see you, Lady Olivia.”















Chapter Three





Ancient: (1) Relating to a remote time period and the earliest known civilizations. (2) Very old, as in


A girl on the marriage mart at the ripe age of two and twenty was widely considered to be ancient.




At the sight of James, Olivia’s breath caught in her throat—as usual. Each time she saw him, he grew more attractive. A fanciful notion, and yet the proof stood before her. James’s snug buckskin breeches showed off his narrow hips and muscular thighs. And his backside was perfectly formed: taut, well shaped, and… utterly squeezable.


Recalling that her brother also stood in the foyer, she reluctantly lifted her gaze from James’s trouser area.


Fortunately, he was handsome all over. His sandy brown hair curled slightly at the ends, begging her to rake her fingers through it. His full lips, slightly parted, invited thoughts of kissing.


Soon, she thought, he would be hers—to kiss, to hold, and to love.


Except… something seemed amiss.


She and Rose had been expecting James to come looking for her in the drawing room after his meeting with Owen. Olivia had practiced several poses—gazing out the window, looking studiously at a book, poring over sheet music at the pianoforte—all so that she would appear mildly yet pleasantly surprised to see James when he sought her out.


But he hadn’t.


On the contrary, he had his hat in hand and appeared to be on the verge of… of leaving.


Olivia glanced at Owen. Lord knew, he could be intimidating. If he had dissuaded James in any way, balked at the idea of him asking for her hand…


Well, she would require at least a year to forgive him.


In any event, she couldn’t let James leave before she had a chance to speak with him.


Before he could take one more step toward the door, she said, “Could I persuade you gentlemen to join Rose and me for tea? We were just about to ring for some.”


James opened his mouth to reply, but Owen cut him off. “Thank you, but Averill is in a hurry. I fear I’ve monopolized too much of his time already.”


“Really? For what reason?” she asked rather boldly—even for her.


“A business matter,” Owen said. “And it’s all resolved, isn’t it, Averill?”


“Yes. For now.”


Olivia looked from James to Owen and back again. How dare they refer to her as a business matter? And why wasn’t Averill fighting for her? Fighting for them?


Rose placed a gentle hand on Olivia’s arm. “We should let Mr. Averill be on his way.” To James, she said, “I hope we shall see you again soon. Perhaps you could join us for dinner tomorrow evening?”


“I’m afraid I cannot.” Although James was replying to Rose’s invitation, he cast Olivia an apologetic look. “I’m leaving town for a while.”


And then she knew.


James’s visit had nothing to do with her. No proposal was forthcoming. In fact, he’d been about to leave London—without even saying good-bye.


Mortification washed over her, heating her cheeks. Weakly, she asked, “Where?”


“The Lakes,” he said vaguely.


Apparently oblivious to her misery, Owen gestured for Dennison to open the door.


“A pleasure to see you, Lady Rose, Lady Olivia.” James gave them each a perfunctory bow, and a moment later… he was gone.


Owen headed toward the stairs. “I’m going to spend the afternoon with Anabelle and the baby. I’ll see you both at dinner?”


“Of course,” Rose answered. When Owen was out of earshot, she slipped her arm around Olivia’s shoulder. “I’m so sorry, Liv. Let’s go sit and have some tea.”


“I just want to go to my room,” Olivia said, amazed she hadn’t already crumpled into a weeping ball of pink silk. “It was silly of me to assume—”


“No,” Rose said emphatically, “it wasn’t.”


“In any case, I need a little time to think.”


“I’ll go with you and help you out of your dress.”


Olivia shook her head and attempted a reassuring smile. “I can manage.”


Rose sighed. “Very well, but I must tell you one thing. You know that I am quite fond of Mr. Averill, but if he hasn’t realized by now what a treasure you are, then maybe he doesn’t deserve you.”


Despite Olivia’s desperate struggle to remain outwardly composed, a rebellious tear slid down her cheek. “Maybe he just needs more time to realize what a treasure I am.”


A proud smile lit Rose’s face. “That’s the spirit.”


Olivia gave her sister a hug and escaped to the privacy of her room, where she didn’t have to pretend to be spirited or strong and could have a good long cry if she wished.


And that was precisely what she did.


Several hours later, when it was time for dinner, Olivia pleaded a headache. Anabelle had a tray sent up, but it sat on Olivia’s bedside table, untouched. Even the aroma of roast beef and gravy couldn’t tempt her.


Her appetite had fled. Just like James.


Good Lord, her melodramatic thoughts were pathetic—even inside her own head.


She’d been a fool to anticipate a proposal, regardless of the timing of his visit with Owen. And she only compounded her idiotic behavior now, crying over him when he clearly hadn’t lost a moment’s sleep thinking about her. Instead he’d decided to traipse off to the Lakes for a few weeks’ worth of fossil-digging, or rock-watching, or whatever he called it.


The painful truth was that he’d never given any indication that he cared for her.


With the possible exception of what she now thought of as The Kiss.


She replayed it over and over in her head, pausing once when Rose came in to check on her and again when Hildy entered to remove the dinner tray. Sleep did not come until the wee hours of the morning, and even then, James invaded her dreams, making her blissfully happy one moment and leaving her utterly distraught the next.


When she awoke late the next morning, she felt slightly improved but still could not bring herself to venture down for breakfast and face her well-meaning sister, brother, and sister-in-law. Fortunately, Hildy arrived with a tea tray, complete with a plate of scones and biscuits.


“Shall I pour for you, my lady?” The maid gave a hopeful smile.


“No, thank you. I’ll help myself in a bit.”


The maid eyed Olivia doubtfully. After crying for a good part of the night and neglecting to braid her hair before falling into a fitful sleep, she must look a fright.


With a tight smile and a bob of her capped head, the maid left Olivia in peace.


Eventually, she dragged herself out of bed and slipped on her dressing gown. She even managed to swallow a few sips of tea while she sat in her chair and stared out the window overlooking their flower garden.


The tea grew cold, and Olivia lost track of time. She was studying a spiderweb outside the windowpane when a knock at the door demanded her attention. She glanced down and realized she still held her cup and saucer. Brown splotches stained her robe where she’d apparently spilled her tea. Crumbly remnants of a scone littered her lap.


Lord, she was a mess. “Come in.”


Both Anabelle and Rose entered, looking like someone had died.


Behind her spectacles, Belle narrowed her gray eyes. “How are you feeling?”


“I’m certain I’ll survive,” Olivia said. She tried to smile but couldn’t summon the energy.


“We’ve been worried about you.” Belle perched on the footstool in front of Olivia’s chair. “Has something upset you?”


Olivia glanced at Rose, who shook her head. Olivia hadn’t thought Rose would tell Anabelle about The Kiss, but she was relieved to confirm Rose’s silence in the matter.


The three women had been close ever since Belle, a talented dressmaker, had been enlisted to make new wardrobes for Olivia and Rose. After Belle married their brother, Olivia and Rose had grown even fonder of her. The three women had few secrets, but kissing James was complicated because he was Owen’s best friend and Owen was Belle’s husband.


Not only did the whole thing make Olivia’s head spin, but it also served as a sad reminder that while Anabelle was living out her fairy-tale romance, Olivia apparently was not destined to do the same.


Belle still gazed expectantly at Olivia. “You can tell me.”


“I know. Thank you for your concern. I’m just out of sorts. I shall be fine in a few days.”


“A few days?” Belle shot Rose a look of alarm before returning her attention to Olivia. “That’s not like you. If there’s anything I can do to help, please let me. You must remember that, when all seemed lost, you were largely responsible for bringing Owen and me together. I am forever in your debt.”


Olivia wasn’t ready to share the full extent of her heartache or humiliation. But her infatuation with James was not exactly a secret. “I suppose I’m sad because James is leaving for Egypt at the end of the summer. I’d hoped to change his mind over the next couple of months, but since he’s halfway across England by now”—she sounded bitter and didn’t care—“I shan’t have the opportunity.”


“Oh.” Anabelle sat beside her and threw her arms around her. “I’m so sorry, darling. I know how much you cared for him.”


Rose took Belle’s place on the stool. “It’s no wonder you’re distressed,” she said. “Even as a young girl, you were fond of him.”


Olivia knew that Belle and Rose were trying to show sympathy, but they couldn’t possibly understand. They used words like cared for and were fond of when what Olivia felt for James was a thousand times stronger. And it wasn’t past tense.


She loved him before. She loved him now.


“Thank you both for your support,” Olivia managed. “I’m sorry if my sullen behavior has worried you. I’m sure I’ll be myself again eventually.” Inside, though, she felt hollow, broken.


“We understand,” Belle said. “You must take as much time as you need.”


“We will make your apologies at the ball tomorrow night,” Rose said, “and at Lady Bramble’s soiree the next evening.”


“Tell everyone I’ve taken ill. Or that I’ve got a horrible case of spots. I’m sure I shall be the subject of much speculation, but I don’t give a fig.”


“I have an idea,” Belle exclaimed. She smoothed a matted lock of Olivia’s hair behind her ear. “You could leave London for a while. Visit one of your great-aunts. I know Aunt Eustace would be delighted to have your company.”


“That’s true,” Rose added. “Her letters always conclude with an invitation for us to visit. Nothing would make her happier.”


“I am horrid company at the moment,” Olivia said, but the idea of leaving London for the rolling green fields and quaint stone bridges of Oxfordshire tempted her. She could eat dozens of scones and let herself get pleasingly plump. “Let me think on it.”


“Is there anything we can get you at the moment?” Belle asked. “A fresh pot of tea or a new book?”


“No. But thank you for everything.”


“Owen is worried about you,” Belle admitted. “If you don’t make an appearance downstairs soon, he’ll insist on sending for the doctor. Do you think you could manage to come down for dinner?”


“I’ll try.”


Belle and Rose each kissed her forehead before leaving her to mull over her options.


Perhaps visiting dear Aunt Eustace was a good idea. She might as well become acclimated to spinsterhood. What better way than to play the part of companion to a sweet, seventy-year-old widow known for her bright blue turbans? At the very least, the visit would allow Olivia to escape London and give her wounds time to heal.


Unless… Olivia sprang out of her chair and paced before the window. The thought of traveling had caused the smallest seed of an idea to take root in her mind and hope to sprout in her heart. Only, she had a different destination in mind.


She simply wasn’t ready to give up on James.


Instead of dwelling on the hurt and rejection, she pictured his rakish grin and broad shoulders. Instead of recalling his hasty good-bye, she basked in the memory of his lingering kisses and tender caresses.


But the passionate tangling of their tongues and the feverish way they’d clung to each other—though undeniably wonderful—had not been the most magical part of that night.


That had been when James had reluctantly broken off their kiss and looked at her as though he were seeing her for the first time. And his dark eyes had glowed as though he very much liked what he saw.


He may not have realized it yet, but his appreciative, astonished gaze told her what his words had not—that he did care for her. And not just as a friend.
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