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After watching her beloved sister Sophia pine over the ton’s golden boy for years, Julia St. Claire has foresworn love. Unfortunately, her social-climbing mother and debt-ridden father jump at the chance to marry Julia off to the Earl of Clivesden . . . the man of Sophia’s dreams.


Benedict Revelstoke has assiduously avoided the marriage mart. But when he discovers that Clivesden has his sights set on Julia, Benedict proposes in order to protect his childhood best friend – only to discover that more than friendship is driving his desire to defend her . . .


Meanwhile, Sophia encounters a mysterious earl with a dark past who is intent on teaching her all kinds of forbidden pleasures to mend her broken heart . . .


Two devoted sisters. Two irresistible heroes.
Two enchanting love affairs.
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April 1816, London


William Ludlowe wagers five thousand pounds that Miss Julia St. Claire will become the next Countess of Clivesden.


Benedict Revelstoke reread the lines in White’s infamous betting book. What the devil? His fingers constricted about the quill, just shy of crushing it. Right. He’d been about to sign on his friend’s wager. Some idiocy, no doubt—hardly worth the bother now.


The book’s most recent inscription was scrawled, for all the world to see, in gold ink, no less. How fitting. Gold ink for Ludlowe, whom many of the ton’s ladies dubbed their golden boy. The man’s lack of a title did nothing to diminish their opinion.


Upperton nudged him. “What’s the matter? Your feet coming over icy all the sudden?”


Lead blocks would be more accurate, but Benedict was not about to admit to that. He laid the quill aside and jabbed a finger at the heavy vellum page. “Have you seen this?”


The page darkened as his oldest friend peered over his shoulder. “Clivesden? Thought he was married. Ludlowe’s a jumped-up bacon brain. And what’s Miss Julia got to do with either of them?”


“I’ve no idea, but I intend to find out.” He released a breath between clenched teeth. “Appalling how so-called gentlemen will lay bets on young ladies of good reputation.”


“Young ladies in general or Miss Julia in particular?” Ignoring the gibe, Benedict turned on his heel and strode down the steps to the pavement. A glance at his pocket watch told him it was ten minutes past eleven, still early by the ton’s standards. That was something. At least he knew where he’d find Julia at such an hour.


He sighed at the prospect of dodging a passel of marriage-minded misses. But he’d be damned before he let some idiot besmirch her reputation.


JULIA stiffened her arms, but her dance partner refused to take the hint. Dash it, he held her too close for propriety’s sake. Hang propriety—on that last turn, he’d actually tightened his grip so much her breasts grazed the front of his tailcoat. Too close for her comfort. So she did what any self-respecting young lady would do and trod on his toes.


“I do beg your pardon, my lord.” The lie slid easily from her lips.


Lord Chuddleigh’s smile faded, and his grip slackened along with his jowls. “Not at all.”


Thankfully, the final notes of the waltz rose to the high ceiling of Lady Posselthwaite’s ballroom a moment later, and Julia backed out of her partner’s greedy embrace, stopping short when her skirt brushed against a dancer to her rear. “If you’ll excuse me.”


Chuddleigh eyed her up and down, before his red-rimmed gaze halted at a spot several inches below her chin. “Are you engaged for the next set?”


What could he be thinking? The roué. He was forty if he was a day, and a strong hint of brandy surrounded him like a cloud.


Julia made a show of consulting her dance card. “No. I actually find I’m rather exhausted,” she added before he could ask her for the next dance.


“It’s the crowd. Dreadful crush as it is every year, of course. Perhaps a turn on the terrace?”


Drat. The man was relentless. Julia cast a swift glance about the ballroom. Unfortunately, Lord Chuddleigh was right about the crush. So many members of the ton packed into one spot, the men in starched linen and intricate cravats, the ladies in pastel ball gowns, it was a wonder anyone could move at all. Attendees wove past one another with polite smiles and quick pardons, intertwining like maypole dancers.


Convenient for Lord Chuddleigh, though, if he wanted an excuse to brush against her a bit more. Not that he had to expend much of an effort the way his paunch preceded him. She should never have agreed to the first set, but he’d seemed a safe enough choice when he asked. At his age and still unattached, she’d expected he wouldn’t turn into a serious suitor.


Apparently, Chuddleigh had formed other ideas.


The crowd made it impossible to pick out a convenient means of escape. Her father was too occupied in the card room to concern himself with her dance partners. The ballroom—the marriage mart—that was her mother’s exclusive domain. Papa was all too happy to leave Mama with the responsibility of landing wealthy, titled husbands for Julia and her sister, while he gambled to increase the family’s meager earnings. Alas, for Mama aimed high in the hopes of giving her daughters what she had never had—social standing and influence.


In short, power. But such power came at the price of keeping up with fashion and maintaining a house in Town.


“I think a lemonade would be quite sufficient,” she finally replied with a weak smile.


Lord Chuddleigh pressed thick lips together but acquiesced with a nod. “Do not move from that spot. I shall return anon.”


The moment he disappeared behind Lady Whitby’s bright orange turban, Julia elbowed her way in the opposite direction. She’d left her older sister amid a group of twittering hopefuls in their first season. With any luck, Julia could use them and their mamas as a shield against any further unwelcome advances.


She discovered Sophia next to a potted palm, deep in conversation with the dowager Countess of Epperley. Between the plant’s fronds and the matron’s ostrich plumes, Sophia was well camouflaged.


On Julia’s approach, the dowager snapped a lorgnette to her face and eyed her from her sleek, honey-colored coiffure to the tips of her silk-clad toes. A frown fit to curdle new milk indicated Julia had passed muster.


“Oh, Julia.” A rosy glow suffused Sophia’s normally pearl-white complexion.


Julia pasted on a smile, knowing she was in for at least half an hour’s worth of gushing, and that was just in public. Depending on what time they made it home tonight, Sophia could easily chatter away the remaining hours before dawn in her ebullience.


As long as she didn’t end up sobbing herself to sleep, as had happened all too often in the past. So full of affection, Sophia. If only she hadn’t bestowed her heart on a man who only occasionally acknowledged her existence. On such evenings, the urge to pull her sister into a hug warred with the desire to give Sophia a stern talking-to.


Tonight, apparently, was one of those evenings.


“My lady,” Sophia breathed, “you simply must repeat to my sister what you’ve just told me.”


The dowager pursed her lips and subjected Julia to a second inspection, as if she might find evidence of Julia’s unworthiness to hear the latest gossip. Defensively, Julia spread out her fan and held it in front of her bosom, before Lady Epperley concluded her gown revealed too much.


“There’s no need to sound so pleased about it,” the old woman huffed. “You young chits, you have no conception of the serious nature of events.”


Julia cast a sidelong glance at her sister. Such high color in Sophia’s cheeks was normally associated with only one person.


“Then I shall have to tell her myself,” Sophia pronounced.


“You shall do no such thing.” The dowager harrumphed, setting both her jowls and plumes a-shudder. “It’s a perfect tragedy, I tell you. It must be announced with the appropriate solemnity. It isn’t as if we were exchanging the latest on-dit.”


“What’s this about the latest on-dit?” growled a familiar voice.


Julia smiled warmly at her childhood companion. Thank goodness. Better Benedict than Chuddleigh turning up with the lemonade.


At his appearance, Sophia inclined her head.


“Ah, Revelstoke.” Acknowledging Benedict with a nod, Julia suppressed a jolt of surprise. She’d become so used to seeing him in his scarlet uniform that his bearing in eveningwear and starched cravat startled her. By rights, he should have looked like any other man of the ton, but the black superfine of his coat, matched to his ebony hair, only served to set off his dark complexion and sparkling blue eyes.


Snap! The lorgnette put in a reappearance. The dowager’s frown lines deepened as she inspected the new arrival. Her gaze lingered on his sharp cheekbones, square jaw, and shaggy waves of hair that hung nearly to his shoulders, too long to be fashionable.


Or, for that matter, respectable.


“In my day, a young lady would never dream of addressing a gentleman in such a familiar manner. Why, I never called my husband by anything other than his title in all the years of our marriage, even in the most intimate of settings.”


Benedict’s shoulder brushed against Julia’s as he leaned close and whispered, “That was more than I needed to know about their marriage.”


She ducked behind her fan to hide both her grin and the blush that suddenly heated her cheeks. And why should she blush over Benedict of all people? She’d experienced the warmth of his breath wafting just beneath her ear on any number of previous occasions. She ought to be long accustomed to his brand of cutting commentary.


The dowager let out another harrumph, raised her considerable chin, and sailed off in a cloud of ostrich feathers and plum-colored silk.


“I believe she overheard you,” Julia said.


“Without a doubt. The old dragon just trod on my foot.”


Sophia giggled into her fan.


He turned his gaze on Julia, and her heart gave an odd thump. Normally, when he had a chance to seek her out at these functions, it was for one of two reasons—to save her from overzealous suitors or to escape from the pack of society mamas and their daughters. They might pass an agreeable hour or two on the sidelines exchanging pithy observations on the ton’s foibles, laughing together as she tried to match him in wit.


In all the years of their friendship, she’d had occasion to witness many moods etched on his face. Rarely had he turned so serious an expression on her, and never this strange intensity. Thump. Another pang in her chest. And where was that coming from?


Rather than press her fan to the spot, she tapped his forearm. “What’s happened?”


He opened his mouth to reply, but Sophia chose that moment to interrupt. “I suppose I’ll have to tell the news myself.”


Julia turned to her sister. She watched as Sophia’s features suddenly bloomed with renewed excitement. Something else was amiss there. Julia craned her neck. Had William Ludlowe actually put in an appearance?


“What news?” Benedict leaned closer. “What’s going on?”


As if on cue, a collective sigh passed through the room, emanating from the females in attendance. A late arrival stood between the plaster columns of the entrance, his tall form easily visible over the heads of lesser men. Waves of golden blond hair flowed neatly back from an even-featured face that set feminine hearts to racing all across the room. The snowy linen of his artfully tied cravat stood in stark contrast to the austere black of his eveningwear.


Elegantly coiffed heads tilted toward each other, and the twitter of conversation increased its pace, punctuated by giggles. Sophia’s smile broadened, and her fan fluttered double time, while the rosy glow on her cheeks extended to her forehead. On Julia’s other side, Benedict let out a groan.


An easy smile graced the newcomer’s lips as he nodded to an acquaintance. His gaze glided over the room to alight almost immediately in Julia’s corner. Sophia grasped her arm, and her fingers tightened until Julia was sure she’d be sporting bruises tomorrow.


“Oh,” Sophia sighed. “He’s coming this way. How do I look?”


Julia didn’t spare her sister a glance. With her neat golden hair swept off her lovely face and an ice-blue gown that, despite its age, displayed her figure to its best advantage, Sophia set a standard of beauty to which most of the haut ton could only aspire. If not for their mother’s humble origins and the hints of scandal surrounding their parents’ marriage, she might have been declared an Incomparable in her first season. Still, she’d turned down enough offers of marriage to cause their father to pull out what little remained of his hair.


“You look perfect as always.”


The ragged edges of Sophia’s fan flapped so fast that the breeze cooled Julia’s own skin.


Benedict tugged at her other arm. “Might I have a word? In private?”


Sophia’s eyes went round. “Not now. You cannot just leave me here. What if I faint?”


Faint? In five seasons, Sophia had yet to succumb to that particular malady. “Do not be ridic—”


“Then Ludlowe can catch you.” Benedict’s response was clipped. His fingers curled about Julia’s wrist. “I really must insist.”


“What is the matter with you tonight?” Julia whispered to Benedict. “You’re behaving so strangely, if I did not know better, I’d say you were foxed.”


“Believe me, Julia, I’d like nothing better at the moment.”


She stiffened at the use of her given name. They’d known each other so long, the address came naturally in private, but it was unlike him to forget himself in the middle of a ballroom.


“Oh, M-mr. Ludlowe,” Sophia breathed.


Julia turned her attention to the man before her. His smile might have bedazzled the dowager Countess of Epperley into forgetting her lorgnette—or snapping it out for a better view—but it had little effect on Julia.


“Good evening, ladies. Revelstoke,” Ludlowe added with a nod in Benedict’s direction. “My dear Miss Julia, I must say you look particularly enchanting this evening.”


For a moment, she didn’t react. She couldn’t have heard right. But then he reached for her hand as if it were his due. Belatedly, she disentangled her arm from Sophia’s death grip and allowed him to brush his lips against the back of her glove.


“Mr. Ludlowe.” She deliberately flattened her tone to coolness, hardly what anyone would term friendly.


After another moment, he dropped her hand to turn his considerable charm on Sophia. Julia could feel its effect radiating off her sister in the form of heat. A dazzling smile threatened to split Sophia’s face in two.


“A pleasure, as always, Miss St. Claire.”


If Sophia noticed that he paid her beauty no compliment, she hid it well. Dipping her head, she dropped into a curtsey. “My lord.”


Julia’s mouth dropped open. My lord? The evening was growing stranger by the minute.


Ludlowe’s chuckle rumbled, low and smooth as hot chocolate, over their corner. Even the potted palm perked up. “Now, now, Miss St. Claire, let’s not be overly hasty. Nothing’s settled as of yet.”


Beside her, Benedict held himself rigid, the tension seething in the air around him.


“What isn’t settled?” Julia’s question floated free before she could stop herself.


Ludlowe turned back to her. His smile would have melted butter. “You haven’t heard of my good fortune then?”


“No, I haven’t.”


The fine lines on his forehead smoothed to solemnity. “It’s quite boorish of me to refer to it as good fortune, actually. Do forgive me. My fortune is another family’s tragedy, you see.”


What on earth? She frowned, resting her fan against her bosom. “Oh dear.”


“The Earl of Clivesden has met with an unfortunate accident. Horrific, really.”


Foreboding settled over her. “Accident?”


“Poor man. He should never have ventured out on those winding Devonshire roads. Entire carriage tumbled off a cliff into the Channel. His young son was with him.”


She pressed suddenly icy fingers to her lips. “How dreadful.” At the same time, she noted Sophia’s lack of reaction. This must be the news Lady Epperley had imparted to her sister, doubtless with the proper ceremony.


Benedict’s lip curled. “I fail to see how such a tragedy might turn to anybody’s advantage.”


Ludlowe had the grace to avert his eyes. “There’s an appalling lack of male issue in that line. They had to trace the family back four generations to find an heir.”


“You’ll forgive me,” Benedict said, his words clipped to the point of rudeness, “but what’s that got to do with you?”


Ludlowe sketched them a bow. “My great-grandfather was the third Earl of Clivesden’s younger brother.”


Benedict surged forward with such force and suddenness that Julia laid a restraining hand on his forearm. “You?” he snarled. “You’re now Clivesden?”


Ludlowe’s smile did not falter for an instant. “Not yet, but my claim is solid. I daresay the Lord Chancellor ought to accept it without delay.”


“As long as the former earl’s widow isn’t in a delicate condition, you mean.” Benedict seemed to be forcing the words through gritted teeth.


Julia slanted her eyes in his direction. What she could see of his neck above his cravat flushed red. Beneath her hand, the muscles in his arm had turned to steel. Why was he so upset over the circumstances? While tragic, to be certain, none of them had actually known Clivesden well.


Ludlowe’s smile remained fixed. “Of course.”


He stepped closer to Julia, and the muscles beneath her fingertips jerked.


“I had hoped to keep the news quiet a bit longer. I might have known gossip would foil my plans.” He acknowledged Sophia with a nod, and she beamed at him from behind the protection of her fan.


“Ah well, c’est la vie.” Ludlowe shrugged. “I hadn’t come over with the intention of discussing this matter. I was wondering if Miss Julia would care for the next dance.”


If he hadn’t been looking her in the eye, Julia would never have credited the notion. When Ludlowe turned up at a ball, he remained decidedly ensconced in the card room or on the sidelines. He chatted with the ladies, he flirted outrageously, he might disappear into the gardens for long stretches, but he rarely danced.


The lilting strains of violins in three-quarter time met her ears. Goodness. Ludlowe certainly never waltzed.


An expectant silence fell over the group, while the music swelled around them. She couldn’t possibly, not with her sister standing right there, deflating a bit further with each joyous note. “I’m terribly sorry—”


“She promised the next set to me,” Benedict said over her reply.


“I’m sure Sophia would be delighted,” Julia added quickly. “That way, no one is disappointed.”


Ludlowe hesitated a second too long before nodding. “Your servant. I must insist you save another dance for me later.”


He didn’t wait for her reply. Offering his arm to a glowing Sophia, he led her to join the whirling couples already on the dance floor.


Julia rounded on Benedict, who bent his left arm in invitation. “I believe this is our waltz.”


She ignored him. “Are you planning to tell me what that was all about?”


He held her gaze, the breadth of his shoulders blocking the flickering light from the crystal chandeliers. That disturbing intensity still lit their depths. And where had it come from along with his, well, protectiveness? She pressed her lips into a line and shuffled her weight from one foot to the other.


“After this set. Meet me outside. For now, we’d better make a proper show of dancing. Just so no one is disappointed.”


She took his arm, and he set off at such a clip that she stumbled after him through the crowd until they found a spot among the dancers.


“Why can’t you tell me now?” she persisted. His brows lowered in disapproval, but she ignored the reaction. The waltz permitted conversation, after all.


He set a solid arm about her waist, seized her hand, and spun her into the first turn. “Not here. Not where others might overhear.” He tipped his chin toward an orange turban swaying not far from them. “Lady Witless, for example.”


At the nickname, Julia suppressed a laugh and tapped him on the shoulder with her fan. Benedict had so christened the old gossip two years ago when Lady Whitby’s spiteful tongue had run her afoul of a few other matrons who had overheard her and arranged to knock her into the punchbowl. “Stop. You’re terrible. By the by, what are you doing here tonight? I didn’t even realize you were in Town.”


“I only arrived two days ago. I came to have a look at some horses.”


“Ah, of course. No wonder you haven’t seen fit to call. What’s more important than cattle?”


“Quite a few things, it turns out.”


“Oh?”


But his gaze settled at some point beyond her. Well. Whatever was more important must have to do with this mysterious discussion he refused to have in the middle of the dance floor. He guided her through the steps of the dance with practiced ease until she felt as if she were hovering several inches above the floor. This was not dancing; it was floating. On every turn, her stomach tripped over itself.


It was nothing more than a waltz. Meaningless. The buoyancy that lifted her heels on every step had nothing to do with the hand planted at her waist, the fingers flexing into every pivot. Those strong fingers, calloused from the constant rubbing of reins, capable of controlling the most hot-blooded of horses, burned through the layers of her ball gown and stays. And his thighs, powerful from years in the saddle, brushed against hers through her skirts. She should not allow herself to think of such things. This was Benedict, steady and dependable, not one of her suitors.


Suppressing a sigh, she tried again. “I had no idea you danced so well. How is it we’ve never waltzed before?”


He winked. “You’ve never twisted my arm into it before.”


“I twisted? As I recall, this was your idea.”


“Perhaps I ought to have ideas a bit more often.” His words slipped out easily.


For a moment, Julia was dumbfounded. That sounded rather roguish. “Who are you practicing for?”


“I beg your pardon?”


“You’re practicing your flirting on me.” Once again, she tapped him with her fan. “I shall not allow it unless you confess immediately who you intend to pursue.”


He grinned maddeningly at her. “Then I suppose I shall have to remain woefully out of practice. A gentleman never tells. But if I remain forever a bachelor, I shall lay the blame at your feet.”


Out of the corner of her eye, she caught a glimpse of Sophia dancing with Ludlowe. With their matched coloring, they turned heads all about the room. Sophia absolutely bloomed in his arms, the very portrait of an utterly smitten young woman.


Smitten indeed. Julia had vowed never to allow such tender feelings to overtake her. They made her anxious and edgy. Vulnerable. Her fingers curled about her fan until its delicate ribs threatened to snap. She’d witnessed too many others ensnared by what they termed love to aspire to anything more than a civilized, sensible union.


She concentrated on keeping up with Benedict. But for the occasions when he came home on leave, the past few years he’d spent with the cavalry had prevented her from enjoying his company at the ton’s events. To think she’d missed dancing such as this, when she hadn’t even known it possible.


At long last, the music swelled toward the coda. He leaned down to mutter next to her ear, “I’ll be out on the terrace in five minutes.”


Heart still thudding, she slipped out of his arms, only to collide with something soft.


“Careful now.” Lord Chuddleigh caught her in an enthusiastic grip.


Blast it all. She cast a glance about for Benedict, but the crowd had already swallowed him. Why couldn’t he have said his piece now, rather than playing games? Surely, they could have found a quiet corner away from overzealous ears.


She pressed her fingers to her temple. “Your pardon, my lord. I’m afraid I’m not feeling at all well. If you’ll excuse me.”


With that, she wove her way through the crowd in the general direction of the ladies’ retiring room. Just before stepping into the corridor, she glanced over her shoulder.


Fan a-flutter and rosy with excitement, Sophia still chatted with Ludlowe. Thank the heavens. Perhaps something good would come out of this evening, after all.


Five minutes later, Julia found herself second-guessing that prediction. Benedict led her into a quiet corner of the garden far from prying eyes.


“I want you to stay away from Ludlowe,” he said in a harsh voice and without preamble.


A shiver prickled along the back of her neck. Never once had he seen fit to give her orders, as if she were one of his men. In the darkness, half his face lay in shadow so that he appeared as some creature of the night.


Puzzled, she frowned. “But why does it matter? It’s not as if he makes a habit of attending these things. He’s made a career of avoiding marriage.” Unfortunately for Sophia and her hopes.


“He’s about to inherit an earldom. His priorities have changed.”


“It hardly signifies. Besides, we’ve managed to arrange things so he’s spending time with Sophia.”


Benedict stepped closer to her and placed his hands on her upper arms. The heat of his palms permeated his gloves and seared into her bare skin.


“He hasn’t got his sights set on Sophia. He’s set them on you.”
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EVER SINCE her first season, Sophia had dreamed of this night. William Ludlowe had actually asked her to dance. She didn’t count the first time, although that had been a waltz, because Julia had practically pushed him into her arms.


A reel, of course, was less romantic and hardly conducive to conversation, but no matter. The second time, his invitation had come without a prompt.


The jaunty tune wound to a close, and Sophia’s heart thudded in her chest. Under the cover of her fluttering silk skirts, she crossed her fingers in a silent plea for him to remain by her side.


As she straightened from her low curtsey, she smiled and snapped out her fan. “Gracious, that was vigorous.” With any luck, he’d take the hint and offer refreshment.


“It was.” His elbow angled toward her, and she laid her hand on it, her fingers tingling beneath white gloves, as he led her off to the side. “I say, I haven’t seen your sister for a good while now.”


Sophia’s smile wavered. Why should he care about her sister? “I’ve no idea how anyone can keep track of a single person in such a crowd.”


Besides Mama, who, even now, watched Sophia through narrowed eyes. Assessing as always, calculating the chances along with the potential income. Perhaps the news about Ludlowe had already reached Mama’s ears. For once, Sophia was on Mama’s side.


“You’d think we’d have seen her on the dance floor before now,” Ludlowe went on. “You do not think she’s fallen in with the wrong sort, do you?”


Sophia wafted her fan before her heated face. “What sort is that?”


“Why, the sort to lure her out into a secluded corner of the gardens.”


“She has more sense than to do such a thing. She values her reputation too much.” She didn’t have a choice there. Neither, for that matter, did Sophia. Not when, as their mother constantly reminded them, the St. Claire family had fought for years to attain its current social status, and even then they remained firmly on the fringes of the ton. A title in the family would go a long way to solidifying their position.


An odd, almost possessive gleam came into his eye. “Yes, she does, doesn’t she?”


Sophia’s fan continued to flutter with barely a hitch. Thank goodness. She feared her smile, however, had become rigid. Her cheeks certainly ached with the effort of masking her disappointment with a cheerful appearance. When would she learn?


“Of course, if you’re really that concerned, we might take a turn on the terrace ourselves. See if we can’t spot her.” She kept her gaze fixed firmly on the corner where her mother stood on the edge of a circle of other society matrons, in the hopes that the view would prevent the color from rising in her cheeks. Such a bold proposal, but after five seasons of nurturing a fruitless tendre for Ludlowe, her desperation had reached its limit.


Ludlowe stiffened. “My dear Miss St. Claire.”


“Yes?” Please agree. Please. She turned toward him, peeping reluctantly over the fraying lace that edged her fan.


“My dear,” he repeated, and her pulse raced ahead of her rational thought. “I’d never dream of putting a lady of your standing in such a position.”


She ducked her head, as shame heated her cheeks. “Forgive me. My suggestion was rather forward. I don’t know what I was thinking.”


Once more, she glanced in her mother’s direction. Slender, her skin still a flawless porcelain, Mama had bequeathed her beauty to her elder daughter. A smile lingered about her lips. Wonderful. Now her mother believed something might be afoot, something that would, at long last, press the reluctant Sophia in the direction of matrimony.


If only. She would sell her soul for the chance to marry William Ludlowe. He’d come to her rescue in her first season, when several other girls had disparaged her mother’s more humble origins. He’d overlooked them all and escorted her to dinner. Her. The looks of jealousy and disbelief on the other girls’ faces had made their ridicule worth the pain. On several other occasions he’d smiled, winked, shared a joke with her. He had a gift, it seemed, for sensing when her spirits needed a lift.


In five years, her feelings toward him hadn’t changed, to the point where she’d refused several advantageous offers.


His gaze softened. “Your suggestion was quite sound, as long as you do not accompany me.”


With that simple pronouncement, her racing heart turned to lead and plummeted. “Oh. Oh, of course.”


Full lips stretched into a dazzling smile that showed off a perfect row of even, white teeth. That smile set many a lady’s heart to pounding. Sophia’s flopped back into its usual position and began a hopeful patter. He reached for her hand, and the patter accelerated.


Bending at the waist, he brushed his lips across the back of her glove. Lucky, lucky glove. “Never fear. I shall see to your sister’s safe return.”


Before he could turn away fully, someone pressed against Sophia and elbowed her way next to Ludlowe. “My goodness, what a crush.”


The newcomer, a dark-haired beauty, turned a bright smile on Ludlowe. Her white gown hugged generous curves. A heavy cloud of cloying floral scent assaulted Sophia’s nostrils.


Ludlowe returned the lady’s smile with a lazy bow of his lips.


Sophia frowned. On other occasions, she’d been the object of that smile.


“Indeed,” Ludlowe said. “And how are you enjoying the evening’s festivities?”


The newcomer flapped her fan, wafting another cloud of scent in Sophia’s direction. “I might find them more diverting if my dance card were fuller.”


Gracious. Such a brazen hint. Worse, Ludlowe didn’t seem to notice anything amiss about her behavior. Sophia took in her dark head of curls and her wide, brown eyes. Something familiar about her. Ah, yes. Lady Whitby’s niece—Eleanor, that was her name. Gossip pinned her as betrothed to Lord Keaton’s heir, minor enough in his own right, but well connected through his mother’s side of the family. Eleanor had no business flirting with William.


And flirting she was. She leaned her head toward him, and he inclined his head right back. She took a step toward the wide double doors that led to the hall, and he followed. Sophia wasn’t about to stand for it. As they inched away, she moved right along with them, wincing when her foot crushed something soft and yielding.


A heavyset baronet let out a yelp.


“I do beg your pardon, sir.”


The man pulled out a quizzing glass, the better to inspect her. “I should say so. You young chits these days, always in a hurry. If you’d learn to watch where you were going, these things might not happen.”


Blushing, she inclined her head. “I shall endeavor to follow your advice in the future.”


“Hmph. See that you do.”


By the time she’d finished apologizing, her quarry had disappeared. Drat.


As much as Sophia was loath to admit it, Eleanor had been right about one thing. The Posselthwaite ball was an absolute crush. Various scents vied with each other amid the smell of perspiring bodies. A point behind her right eye began an ominous pulse.


What she wouldn’t give for a breath of clear air. A cool draft drifted in from the hallway, and she followed it. A few steps farther on, she wished she hadn’t. Eleanor and William stood just ahead, partially concealed in an alcove.


What was he doing? Didn’t he know she was betrothed?


“I say,” she called out. “I don’t suppose you’ve heard the latest.” Not the most original interruption, perhaps, but at a pinch, it would have to do.


Eleanor turned and eyed her from head to toe, as if Sophia were some urchin on Bond Street. In another moment, the brunette might look down to make sure she still carried her reticule. “Have we been introduced?”


Face aflame, Sophia pulled up short. Naturally they had. And William simply stood there, smiling benignly, as if that hussy hadn’t stopped just shy of giving her the cut direct. He might say something, might cover the moment.


Not this time. This time, he was all too happy to let her twist in the wind. She searched for something, anything, she might say to save face. Not a thing came to her. Nothing beyond a lungful of that strumpet’s awful, awful perfume.


He leaned in close and said something straight into Eleanor’s ear, his lips forming words that caused her to giggle and simper behind her fan.


Sophia’s stomach did an uncomfortable flip that set its contents to churning. The air in the hallway turned stuffy, sending a cold trickle of sweat between her shoulder blades. Her fan was of no use. She needed the ladies’ retiring room.


She backed along the corridor—away from William and his latest distraction. A glance revealed them still conversing. The girl threw back her head and let out a peal of laughter. Ee-ee-eeee. Like the drawn-out call of a particularly annoying kestrel.


In a whirl of ice-blue silk, Sophia forged ahead, and ran smack into another obstacle—a soft, spongy obstacle. “I do beg your pardon.”


A mass of curls and purple bombazine quivered in her path. Lady Wexford, one of Mama’s acquaintances, or more accurately, a lady whose friendship Mama had sought to cultivate. The woman’s frown set her numerous chins to trembling.


“Oh dear,” Sophia whispered. Nothing more would come out. Her stomach seemed to be blocking her throat.


Lady Wexford’s opinion might well decide whether or not the St. Claire family received any future invitations. She held enough social power to have their Almack’s vouchers revoked.


The heat in the corridor pressed down on Sophia until she struggled to draw in air, but the only breath she caught carried that scent. She tried to blink the spots from before her eyes, but they grew until they consumed her entire field of vision. Not now, of all times! In the next moment, everything went black.


“Miss, miss . . . Is everything all right?”


Sophia wrinkled her nose and coughed at the assault of ammonia fumes beneath her nostrils. A low snarl of masculine voices, terse, coiled with tension and punctuated with curses, invaded her mind. That couldn’t be right. No gentleman would dream of using such language in the presence of a lady.


She shook the lingering cobwebs from her mind. At least the air here was clear. Not the slightest hint of floral scent, thank goodness.


“Sir, I believe she’s coming round.”


At that pronouncement, the men broke off abruptly, but the heaviness in the atmosphere remained, a low storm cloud on the horizon. Neither voice sounded completely familiar.


“Where—,” she began.


A hand took hold of hers and patted enthusiastically against her glove. “Don’t ye leave us again now.”


The uncultured accent betrayed the female voice as that of a servant. Sophia opened her eyes, and her suspicions were confirmed. A mobcapped girl of about eighteen hovered over her. Somehow she’d been spirited into a drawing room. The silk-covered cushions of a stiff-backed settee supported her shoulders and feet.


She pushed herself up on one elbow. “How—” Her head swam, and she sank back onto the pillow.


“I would not get up too quickly if I were you.”


She blinked at the man who had spoken. His deep, resonant voice washed over her in soothing tones. The lines at the corners of his dark eyes were deeply etched. Neatly trimmed brown hair showed hints of gray at the temples.


“I beg your pardon if I’ve inconvenienced you in any way.” She paused. “Forgive me. Have we been introduced?”


He sketched a stiff bow. “You will forgive my forwardness if I introduce myself. Rufus Frederick Shelburne at your service.”


Sophia drew in a breath, and a hint of sandalwood cut through the lingering odor of ammonia. “My lord.”


Her glance settled on a thin scar that bisected his left cheek from ear to chin. Everyone in society knew how the Earl of Highgate had come by his wound, just as everyone knew he preferred to keep to his country estates. She stopped just short of embarrassing herself by blurting out an inconsiderate question.


“You, of course, are Miss Sophia St. Claire.”


She snapped her gaze back to meet his. Unwavering brown eyes regarded her solemnly. The measure of sadness filling their depths awakened a sudden urge to smooth the lines on his forehead with her fingertips.


She curled her hand into a fist. “How did you know?”


“My sister is an acquaintance of your mother’s, and she pointed you out to me.” His voice rumbled over her, the kindness in his tone at odds with his ravaged face and the snippet of masculine conversation she’d just overheard. If, indeed, she had overheard it. Perhaps the presence of another had been a figment of her imagination.


“I see.” She didn’t. Not at all, but she couldn’t ask what he was doing at Lady Posselthwaite’s ball without appearing rude—or overly interested. Unmarried gentlemen didn’t often attend these events unless they were in the market for a wife.


A sharp image leapt into her mind, and she straightened. William was in attendance. He’d danced. Of course, he usually put in an appearance, but soon he’d hold the responsibility of a title. Her heart skipped ahead of itself until she fought to draw breath. William was in the market for a wife.


As if her thought had summoned him, William’s perfectly sculpted face floated into view. She placed her hand over her suddenly racing heart, while heat crept up her cheeks.


“Goodness.” She swallowed. “My goodness, you came to my rescue when I fainted, didn’t you? I don’t know how I could possibly thank you.”


“Ever a pleasure.” He placed a hand on his chest and bowed.


Highgate fixed him with a weighty stare. “You mean to—”


But William went on as if no one had interrupted. “You look as if you’ll manage from here. We sent the ladies to fetch your mother, but they don’t seem to have found her yet.” He snapped his fingers at the maid.


“Begging your pardon, sir.” The girl bobbed a curtsey.


“Go and summon Mrs. St. Claire immediately.”


“She cannot leave us alone!” Sophia burst in. “It’s unseemly.”


One side of William’s mouth raised in a half smile, but he gave no reply. Instead, he leaned toward the girl and murmured something too low for Sophia to catch. The servant’s head ducked once again, and, color rising in her cheeks, she darted out the door.


“Here, now. What do you think you’re about?” Highgate spit each word, his voice shaking slightly as if he’d rather use far franker language. “Do you mean to take all the credit?”


William grinned, but the line of his jaw betrayed a tension, as if his teeth were grinding together. “If you’ll excuse me, perhaps I ought to try to find your sister. If I’m quick about it, there’s no harm done.”


With a bow, he swept out after the maid.


Stunned, Sophia stared at Highgate. Could she trust him? She’d never heard the least insinuation that Highgate was a rake. Quite the opposite, in fact. And William! Why on earth would he have contrived to leave the pair of them alone?


“What have you done?” she gasped.


“What have I done? It’s all on that bounder.” Brows lowered, he lurched in the direction of the doorway. But then he glanced at her and paused. “Are you sure you’re feeling quite the thing? You look pale.”


“I’m not about to faint again, if that’s what you’re hoping,” she replied, unable to keep the tartness out of her tone. The man must think her the greenest girl in London. “Goodness only knows what might happen next.”


One heavy eyebrow arched above his left eye. “At my age? A young miss like you?”


At his age, indeed. She could not recall any gossip pinning a precise age on him, but he had to be closer to forty than thirty. Yet his gaze traveled over her figure in slow appraisal. A blush raced back to her cheeks. Had she thought him kind? She would not make that mistake twice.


She fixed him with a glare. “I hardly think it proper you remain here with me, my lord. I assure you I’m quite well enough to be left alone.”


“And risk the vagaries of whoever might venture into this room next? Perish the thought. You might find yourself in the presence of a true debaucher.” A line formed between his brows. “Like Ludlowe.”


She struggled to her feet. “Sir, you are impertinent!”


Highgate crossed his arms and tilted his head slightly. She didn’t like his assessing look, not one bit. It saw too much; it laid her bare. “Nursing a tendre for the man, are you?”


“That is none of your affair. Now, if you’ll excuse me—”


She made to step around him, but his hand shot out and pinned her wrist. “Do not waste your life pining after the likes of Ludlowe. He’d break you within a year.”


She tugged at her arm, but his grip held firm as an iron band. She wanted out of this room, away from his disturbing perception. As a stranger, he had no business looking into her heart and divining all her private desires and fears.


More than that, he had no business holding her gaze with such unfathomable eyes. She couldn’t miss them—they lay on a level with hers.


Only William had a right to capture her attention like this. Except by now William was probably out on the terrace with Eleanor, darling Eleanor, that strumpet, all thought of finding Julia conveniently laid aside.


Sudden tears welled in her eyes, and she blinked, breaking the spell. Long fingers uncurled from about her wrist, but somehow an impression remained on her skin. She suppressed the urge to rub the spot, as if she could brush away his touch.


“If you’ll excuse me,” she murmured. The point behind her right eye had begun to pound. Fruitlessly, she pressed the heel of her hand to it. She wanted nothing more than to go home and forget this night had ever happened.


He inclined his head, and she scurried toward the corridor. On the threshold, she came face-to-face with her mother.


Mama reached out and rubbed a hand along her arm. “Sophia, dear—”


With a glance beyond Sophia’s shoulder, Mama stopped short. She gaped for a moment or two, before the fine line between her eyebrows sketched itself more deeply. “What is the meaning of this?” she hissed. “How long have you been alone with this man?”


“I was not alone,” Sophia protested. “Not completely. Mr. Ludlowe sent a maid to fetch you, but beyond that, both he and the maid were with us the entire time.”


Behind her, Highgate heaved a sigh, then came to stand at her shoulder. “Madam, the fault is entirely my own.”


Mama’s nostrils flared as she looked him up and down.


“Ludlowe thought it best to inform Miss St. Claire’s family of her malaise. But he left us rather abruptly, or I would have withdrawn at the same time.”


Mama’s jaw firmed. “You ought to have at any rate. You’ve given no regard to the consequences.”


“On the contrary. As long as nobody else learns of this, there is little chance of damage to Miss St. Claire’s reputation.”


Splendid. Sophia leapt on the idea. “Mama, no one knows of this but us. I’m sure we can count on Lord Highgate’s discretion as a gentleman. What harm has been done here?”


Pale blond curls softening to a silvery gray quivered as Mama drew herself up. At her fullest height, she was nearly as tall as Sophia—and Highgate. “Plenty, if word should get out. Do not forget the maid, who saw fit to inform me of your whereabouts in front of Lady Whitby. You’re fortunate I was able to convince the shrew her presence was not required here. But as things stand . . .”


Mama let her voice trail off into menacing silence. Sophia well understood its import. What Lady Whitby couldn’t gather as fodder for gossip, she’d willingly invent.


Sophia’s head spun, and her knees turned to rubber, as she fought off insensibility for the second time that evening. All she needed was to swoon into Highgate’s arms in front of the wrong witnesses, and they’d find themselves exchanging vows under special license within a week.


The entire corridor, awash in the portraits of generations of Posselthwaites, swam before her eyes. Her hands turned to ice. “Mama, I do not think—”


“Miss St. Claire, are you certain you’re feeling quite the thing?” Highgate’s voice seemed to reverberate along the empty hall. “You’ve gone pale.”


“I should like to go home now.” She forced the words past the constriction in her throat.


“I shall send for my carriage at once.”


Her hand fluttered in an ineffectual attempt to wave Highgate off. “No, not—”


Ee-ee-eeee.


The distinctive laugh cut off her refusal. At the far end of the hall, the faces of two new arrivals blurred. William and the strumpet. Why had he brought her back to witness Sophia’s downfall?


The floor beneath her feet heaved. Not again! In spite of her efforts, the corridor constricted to a tiny point, and for the second time in an hour, she fainted.


“REALLY.” Rufus’s sister, better known to society as Lady Wexford, approached from behind Mrs. St. Claire. “Two spells in one night? That’s rather much.”


He shifted his weight, the better to support Miss St. Claire’s limp body. After all, it would hardly do to let a young lady of quality slump to the floor, most especially while wearing such a fine ball gown. At least, that was what his sister would tell him.


Mariah was a stickler for the finest points of protocol. She’d happily spent all thirty-seven years of his life terrorizing him on such matters until they were drilled into his being. He’d always thought their father would have made a sound investment in buying her a commission—preferably in India.


Said sister now advanced along the corridor, rather like an Indian elephant, less the trunk, of course. Cloaked in disapproval, she came to stand beside Mrs. St. Claire.


“Rather than tutting over this turn of events, you might lend a hand.” He shifted Miss St. Claire in his arms, and soft curves pressed into his chest. If his sister divined the direction of his thoughts, she’d berate him for that, too. “Ring for a footman, carry her off yourself.”


Mariah’s lips disappeared entirely as she pressed her mouth into a rigid line. “I would not make light if I were you.”


“I say, what seems to have happened?”


He jerked his head up to find Ludlowe strolling toward them, a woman on his arm. Capital. Just like the man to return to gloat. Hadn’t the bastard done enough damage? The evening just kept getting better and better.


Ludlowe craned his neck to peer at them. “Why, that’s Miss St. Claire.”


Rufus barely spared him a glance. “Perceptive of you.”


Ludlowe’s companion let out an awful trill of laughter. Rufus narrowed his eyes. He’d spent ten years avoiding Town and most especially the season, but if he knew Ludlowe, this dark-haired beauty, whose low-cut white gown set her assets on display, was no doubt the wayward wife of some peer or other. Mariah could certainly tell him which peer, should he care to ask.


“You might make yourself useful and call for the St. Claires’ carriage,” Rufus added.


“Highgate!” His sister’s tone took on a low note of warning. “This is a highly serious matter.”


He suppressed a sigh. Only among ninnies.


“Indeed it is.” Mrs. St. Claire nodded slowly. “He has compromised my daughter. As soon as Mr. St. Claire hears of this, he shall demand satisfaction.”


Rufus stiffened at the implication. “I hardly think there’s any call to take matters quite so far.”


Mariah turned her imperious gaze on Mrs. St. Claire. “Compromised? I refuse to believe it.”


Mrs. St. Claire jabbed a finger at Rufus’s forehead. “Then explain to me how I came upon the two of them alone.”


Rufus glared at Ludlowe, who was whispering behind his hand. His companion giggled. What was his game? If anybody in this corridor was apt to compromise marriageable misses, it was that beef-witted bastard.


“We weren’t alone,” Rufus protested. “Not entirely.” He nodded to his sister. “You witnessed Miss St. Claire’s fainting spell. You know Ludlowe, here, assisted me.”


“Mr. Ludlowe was no longer here when I arrived,” Mrs. St. Claire insisted.


“He’d only just stepped out.” If he’d had a hand free, Rufus would have pressed it to his forehead. He was going to have to break down and appeal to a cad’s sense of honor. “Ludlowe, why don’t you tell her?”


The man had developed a great interest in his fingernails. Filthy hypocrite. “I honestly cannot recall how long it took me to return here after a fruitless search for Miss Julia. Horrid crush as usual. Impossible to get through.”


“I still cannot believe it,” Mariah interjected. “No, I will not have it. Of all people, my brother knows better than to embroil himself in such doings.”


Mrs. St. Claire shot her an ugly look. “We did have to make our way back through the crowd. That took rather a long time.”


The burden of the others’ collective scrutiny weighed him down more than the girl in his arms. Ludlowe smirked knowingly, while his companion sniggered behind her fan.


An odd gleam shone in Mrs. St. Claire’s eye. Triumph, perhaps? No doubt the woman was typical of the ton’s mothers, ever scheming to land her daughter the best possible match. Somehow Ludlowe must have guessed it. And now this particular mother was angling to entrap him. Him. He loosened his grip on the poor girl in his arms. No point in bruising her on top of everything else.
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