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Chapter One

				February, 1836 — Thornton, England

				“Lady Audra, wake up. It’s time.”

				The voice was a distant echo. Its urgency held no power over the softness of her pillow, and Audra turned her back to the direction it had come.

				Suddenly, a firm hand came to rest on her shoulder. “Lady Audra, if you want to come, you must get dressed with haste.”

				Audra’s eyelashes fluttered, and her head turned over her shoulder to the flickering halo of candlelight around her beloved governess. “Miss Mauvreen?”

				The shadows cast over Mauvreen’s face made her wrinkles appear far deeper than they, in fact, were. The room outside the reach of the halo was dark, and a stillness betrayed the midnight hour.

				“The carriage leaves imminently. It is happening.”

				Audra stretched her legs and let out a soft sigh. “What is happening?”

				Mauvreen cupped Audra’s cheek in her hand. “Lady Rhianna Brighton is in labor.”

				• • •

				Audra insisted she be present for the birth of the child, against Miss Mauvreen’s advice. She was glad to find, despite their reservations, that both Miss Mauvreen and Rhianna were honoring her request. Even if the experience threatened to leave her forever scarred and wishing no part in having any children of her own, Audra was willing even to take that chance to be at her half sister’s side.

				Of course, in the world’s view, she and Rhianna were not sisters. Until her sixteenth birthday, Audra herself had not known that the fair-skinned, redheaded governess who had come into her life at the age of twelve had the same blood running through her veins as she did. No, until a future date when Audra married Rhianna’s younger brother-in-law, Lord Crispin Brighton, they would not be sisters, save in the eyes of a few who knew the truth.

				Oh, that she were married to Crispin already! Audra reminded herself that she must first come out in Society before she could marry anyone at all — an event imminent enough. As the upcoming Season approached, Audra knew her time to be introduced to Society was only months away. Perhaps this time next year, she would be having a baby of her own …

				She pushed these thoughts aside, as the more immediate birth of her niece or nephew lay ahead of her. Audra looked enthusiastically out the window of the bouncing carriage for a glimpse of Ravensleigh, her sister’s home with her husband, Lord Thayne Brighton, his mother, Lady Moira Brighton, and of course, Lord Crispin. The battlements of Ravensleigh silhouetted in the moonlight of the small hours announced the nearness of the country manor house.

				Audra was anxious to arrive. For four years, her sister had been unable to conceive. Once she did become pregnant, the pregnancy was a difficult one. Audra visited Rhianna frequently, as she had been confined to her bed these last months. No one who knew the story of her mother’s maternal death spoke of the fear Rhianna would suffer a similar fate, but the fear afflicted all. The previous weeks had been especially stressful as the time for the birth drew nearer. At home, Audra often found their father, Guilford, Lord Kingsley, staring blankly at the wall of his study from his mahogany leather chair. Miss Mauvreen, who had herself been midwife to Rhianna’s mother, often failed at attempts to be strong before her. At Ravensleigh, Rhianna’s husband, Thayne, was entirely unable to hold conversation. His mother, Lady Moira Brighton, a woman who expressed a love for her daughter-in-law as if she were of her own womb grew paler by the day. And Audra was not unaffected. With the loss of her own mother and elder brother just four years ago, her heart was ill prepared to lose the sister she had only recently gained. Happily, for all her discomfort, Rhianna had been in remarkably good spirits all along, and everyone drew a small comfort from knowing there was never a mother-to-be who so enjoyed her pregnancy regardless of its challenges.

				Audra wondered how she would find her sister on this night, however, and was quick to stand as the carriage came to a wavering halt. Her silent companion rose with her. After all, it was Mauvreen that Rhianna had requested to be at her side. Though Mauvreen was too old to assist with the delivery, Audra understood the significant history between them, and that Mauvreen’s presence as a long-time friend and confidant to Rhianna, not to mention the woman who had attended Rhianna’s own birth, would bring her sister comfort.

				The lanterns were still swinging about the vehicle when Audra and Mauvreen alighted. With careful footing on the dimly lit ground, they ascended Ravensleigh’s wide front steps and met the butler, Remford, at the door. There, Audra did not wait to be led to Rhianna’s room, but left Mauvreen in Remford’s care to follow at her own, slower pace, and raced up the stairs to her sister’s bedside.

				• • •

				Assisting the fireplace, a profusion of candles lay scattered about the dressing table, a chest of drawers, a wardrobe, and every small table, lighting the room as if it were day. Rhianna lay in the center of a wooden, four-post bed, her husband Thayne kneeling at her side. The long, red curls that lay strewn across her pillows were a stark contrast to Rhianna’s fair skin that paled further against the white sheets around her, the Irish blood stronger in Rhianna than in Audra.

				“Dear sister!” Audra took her place opposite Thayne and kissed Rhianna’s cheek. Laying an affectionate hand on her shoulder, she said, “Miss Mauvreen is on her way up. How are you doing?”

				“I will be most glad for this to be over with,” Rhianna told her in a weary voice. “The doctor says it will be some time yet.”

				Audra could not tell which one of the expectant parents was perspiring more. “Lord Brighton,” she addressed, “how are you doing?”

				Thayne was undoing several buttons on his white shirt, as if it battled to choke him to death. “I also will be most glad for this to be over with.”

				“You really don’t need to stay for this,” Rhianna told her, her tone dripping with the sweetness of one who knew the dark thoughts haunting her relatives and was determined to quell them with positive reassurance. “I am sure I will be quite fine. We are created for this, you know.”

				As she spoke, Audra watched Rhianna’s hand compress over her bulging stomach, and she tightened her own stomach muscles in response. Turning her eyes back to Rhianna’s face, Audra unwittingly imitated her sister’s strained expression, tightening her jaw and tucking her chin to her chest.

				“I refuse to leave under any circumstances,” Audra said definitively. She forced her chin upward, determined to both look and sound brave — a tower of strength for her dear one. “Now, what am I to call this child of yours? Have you decided?”

				Rhianna’s eyes lit up and met Thayne’s gaze briefly. “James Edward, if it is a boy,” she said, smiling. “If it is a girl, Isabella Catherine.”

				Audra’s heart fluttered as the names brought the child ever closer to reality. Fleetingly, she wondered if the baby would look something like what a child of hers and Crispin’s would look like.

				Rhianna lurched forward with a powerful contraction, and Audra’s heart somersaulted right into her throat. The growling cry that escaped through Rhianna’s clenched teeth was a foreign sound that brought with it a lightning bolt to Audra’s spine. She stiffened, not knowing what to do, and was glad when Miss Mauvreen entered the room, followed by Dr. Logan.

				Audra quickly went from feeling brave to helpless. Too, she felt horrified, as the doctor was at once between Rhianna’s exposed legs, feeling her progress with his fingers. She met the doctor’s eyes briefly, and he seemed surprised to see her there. She was grateful to switch places with Mauvreen, who pressed a damp cloth to Rhianna’s face and neck. Perhaps her governess was right — she ought not to see this. But Audra would not leave now. From her new vantage point, she watched Rhianna’s toes curl into the bed sheets, and Audra took a deep breath, readying herself for a night she would surely never forget.

				• • •

				Audra stood by the window, the late morning sunlight pouring over her as she softly rocked the newborn baby boy to and fro as he slept in her arms. Beside her, Rhianna, too, slept soundly in her bed, the doctor long since gone. Thayne dozed on and off in a corner chair. It was a peaceful moment. In only a few hours, the months of stress gave way to relief as the fears associated with the pregnancy were dissolved. The delivery had been a success, and the hours since the blessing of James’ birth had been filled with nothing but unmitigated joy.

				James Edward Brighton, the heir to Ravensleigh, was wrapped snugly in a knitted, ivory blanket, with nothing but his peaches-and-cream face exposed to his Aunt Audra’s proud eyes. She wondered how long it would be before Lady Brighton returned to claim her grandson. Until then, Audra was resolved to enjoy him, and she marveled as his tiny nostrils expanded gently with each soft breath. A tuft of black hair already covered the crown of his little, round head while a matching set of familiar black eyelashes contrasted handsomely against his fair skin.

				Yes, thought Audra, he is most certainly a Brighton.

				Suddenly, a strong, motherly yearning stole over her. Yes, a burning desire to produce an heir to her own Kingsley Manor seemed more vitally necessary than ever before. Thank heavens there was another Brighton ready to fulfill his role in the equation.

				Now, she just needed to marry him.

	
Chapter Two

				“But, Papa, it really seems quite silly, since I am going to marry Crispin.”

				Audra paced from one end of her father’s burgundy-themed study to the other, until the warmth from the marble-framed fireplace finally enticed her to be still. On turning to face him, she dropped her arms to her sides, wondering how she had ever allowed her hands to make their way to her hips, and did her best to appear docile.

				Guilford, Lord Kingsley extended his hand across his chestnut desk to the leather, scroll-backed chair opposite. “Audra, dear, have a seat.”

				He held out his hand until she relented to his invitation. She wanted to stomp her way across the room, but reminded herself she was nearly seventeen now. Propriety must restrain her. Thus, she made her way gracefully to the chair — but propriety could only take her so far. Audra plopped into the seat with all her weight, her skirts fluttering about her with sudden commotion.

				“Why can I not come out at home?” Audra asked. “We can have my coming out ball right here at Kingsley Manor. It would be the simplest thing in the world.”

				Guilford leaned back in his chair and she could see he was prepared to wait patiently for her speech, however long — but to what end? Knowing her father would eventually have his say; Audra forced a submissive comportment and allowed him the floor without further petition. Despite a keen desire for things to go her way, she respected her father’s opinion above all others, and told herself not only to hear him, but to listen.

				“My dear Audra,” he began, folding his hands peacefully over a generous midriff that had replaced the sickly frame that had been his four years ago, “while I do feel you have seen little of the world, and I hate to watch you give up having any Season at all, I do know you love Lord Crispin. The Brightons are an established, respectable family, and I have no objection to you marrying him, as I had no objection to your sister marrying into the name before you.”

				This statement dramatically lifted her spirits, and his relaxed, conciliatory demeanor put her at ease. Feeling sure of her victory in the argument, Audra began to settle into her seat.

				“So why would you insist that I go to London?” she asked, as if they both now saw the suggestion as a mere distant thought.

				He eyed her with a familiar, amused gaze. “I may be up in years, but I can still remember a sprightly, five-year-old girl who dreamed passionately of being presented at St. James and practiced her full-court curtsey in this very room.” He smiled at the recollection. “You may not think it necessary at the moment, but I do not mean to see you regret it later on. Do you want to be the only girl of your station not to be presented at St. James?”

				Audra looked away and considered this, her conviction of triumph waning sharply. Indeed, she mourned her imagined rise to victory, and marveled at how a single sentence had plummeted her hopes to the depths of defeat.

				Her father continued, “I see no reason why you cannot go to London, have your presentation at court, a ball at Almack’s, and then return to Thornton. Do you doubt that Lord Crispin would wait for you?”

				“No, Papa,” she said. “It’s just …  Oh, for heaven’s sake, it’s just so inconvenient!”

				Again, her feet demanded permission to stomp on the wood floor of the study, but she fought them vehemently. If ever there was a time to behave as a lady, this was it, and she commanded her inner childlike urges to their corner.

				“Things that are worth doing are rarely convenient, my dear. Even still, Lord Thayne Brighton has generously offered his London townhouse to you, and Lady Moira Brighton has found you a sponsor. The circumstances are not as inconvenient as you make it sound.”

				She crossed her arms over her lap in as womanly a fashion as she could muster and straightened her spine so that she might sit as tall in her chair as her small stature would allow.

				“You know, I may never have desired to go if it hadn’t been for Mama filling my head with the idea. I cannot say for sure if I ever really wanted to go of my own initiative.”

				This was unfair, and she felt regret at saying it. Even as she spoke the words, she felt the bitterness of them on her palate and wished she could have caught them before they escaped her lips. Any mention of her deceased mother was unpleasant to her father, and both of them knew her desire to be a debutante at St. James was her own. But four years after she had fallen in love with him, Audra was well ready to marry Lord Crispin, and she had not one whit of patience for delay.

				In the end, it was contrition for turning a sharp tongue to her beloved father that forced a relenting spirit from her.

				“I did not mean that,” she told him, rolling back against her chair and preparing her heart for acquiescence. “You are right. I have been dreaming about St. James since I was a little girl. I should go to London and see it through.”

				She said it with finality. Audra was not one to drag out decisions, and her father nodded cheerily at the verdict.

				“Do me a favor, would you, Audra?” She cast him a sidelong glance, resigned to her fate so swiftly, so absolutely, it was quite as if she had intended all along to go. “Allow yourself to enjoy it.”

				• • •

				“Lord, Audra, I don’t see at all why you should go to London,” said Crispin, as they braved the chilly weather to walk along one of Ravensleigh’s garden paths.

				The liberties they took with each other’s Christian names were nothing short of natural to them. Audra had briefly attempted to call him “Lord Crispin” when she was twelve years of age, but it simply would not stick. His own efforts to call her “Lady Audra” were an equal failure, attempted on the very same day when he was sixteen years of age, and not a single day since.

				As she strolled beside Crispin, Audra undid the ribbons of her blue bonnet and removed it with decided dislike. Her corset was restrictive enough; the bonnet had to go. Surely they were far enough into the gardens that Miss Mauvreen would not see to tell her otherwise.

				“That is because you are not a young woman about to come out in society,” she returned, smiling.

				The moment it was settled that she should go, Audra had taken to heart her father’s advice to enjoy the experience. It was her nature to embrace her decisions passionately, and she could no longer find any fault with the plan.

				“You had your levee. You should understand,” she added.

				Crispin’s hands were pressed deep into his pockets as he moped along the path. “Well, you don’t have to look so happy about it.”

				Audra’s bell-like laugh floated through the air. “Why shouldn’t I be happy about it?”

				There was no hint of a smile on Crispin’s face. Audra turned to him, stared into the sky-blue eyes that were a bottomless pit of concern, and lifted a playful eyebrow.

				“Because the moment you are presented at St. James,” he told her, “every bloke in the city is going to be throwing themselves at you. They’re going to think you’re theirs for the taking.”

				“Is that so?”

				“It is.”

				Audra, considering his unconcealed jealousy with no small amount of pleasure, walked on, spinning her bonnet by the ribbons.

				Wishing to offer him some relief, she said, “You realize, of course, I could be no one’s for the taking without coming out first.”

				Crispin shot her a side glance that told her he understood her meaning.

				“I shall see you before you know it,” she added cheerfully, as if the whole matter had never been a concern to her at all. In fact, she had forgotten it was of any previous concern to her, and indeed quite liked the idea of going to London.

				“Certainly,” he said, turning his gaze to the horizon and stepping toward it as if he were walking the plank. “After you’ve attended fifty balls, parties, and dinners and quickened the pulse of more gentlemen than I care to envision.”

				At this, Audra caught him by the arm, and they halted. “Crispin.” She took his face in her hands, and, forcing him to meet her eyes, professed, “They shall not quicken mine.”

				For a time, they gazed at one another in silence, and Audra allowed the power of her words to make their imprint on his heart.

				Only once she was convinced he had felt the full effect of them did she add, “Besides, I see no reason to stay in London once I am presented. I have every intention of coming home as soon as the whole business is done.”

				“How do you know you will not fall in love with London and want to stay longer?”

				“Because you are not in London.”

				Audra hoisted herself onto her toes and stole a quick kiss from him. It happened so quickly that, by the time Crispin had closed his eyes, it was over. Audra was pleased to find he did not rush them open.

				When at last he did look at her again, he asked, “Do you remember our first kiss, Audra?”

				She rested her thumbs where a smile played about the corners of his lips and mirrored the expression. “Of course I remember. My trip with Rhianna and Lord Brighton on their honeymoon to France was not nearly as exciting as it ought to have been after that.”

				“Because you missed me,” he said confidently.

				She, of course, would confirm nothing of the sort.

				“It was a sweet kiss, was it not?” he reminisced.

				“Yes, as it ought to have been. I was twelve, you remember.”

				“Yes, and now … ” Taking her hands, he held her arms out to her sides and looked her over. “ … nearly a woman.”

				“Very nearly,” she agreed.

				“You haven’t let me kiss you much since then.”

				He pulled her near to him, and she saw desire in his eyes.

				“Of course not,” she told him sternly. “How else is a girl to keep a beau wrapped around her little finger? You should be left always wanting me.”

				She offered a mischievous grin, knowing all too well the effect her dimples would have upon him, and he lowered his lips to her ear.

				“You are cruel to me, Audra Kingsley,” he whispered. “The biggest tease there ever was.”

				Crispin nibbled her earlobe and she laughed. “Lord Crispin, I am as proper a lady as there ever was.”

				“You are a perfect devil.” He kissed along the line of her jaw. “Are you going to tease the other men in London, Audra?”

				Leaning into his kisses, she sighed. “Now, why would I do that?”

				“Because they would be defenseless against you, and you know it,” he breathed, his lips tracing the curve of her neck. “You could have the lot of them wrapped around said little finger.”

				“My little finger only has room for you,” she promised.

				Crispin, his hands clasped behind her, pressed his forehead to hers. His brows pulled straight and his eyes narrowed. He lost all humor as a serious expression fell over his face, and with visible effort he steadied his breathing.

				“I love you, Audra,” he suddenly confessed.

				The sound of rapid, fluttering heartbeats tickled her ears, and she was quite unable to distinguish if they were Crispin’s, her own, or a combination of the two. Of course he loved her. He may have never before said so, but she knew he loved her, and had loved her for four years. And yet there was something powerful in the vocalization of it that struck her speechless, and she marveled at how a belief unuttered became truth when said aloud.

				“I know,” she returned.

				Audra tried to skip away, but only got so far as the swing upon the old oak before finding herself caught between it and her beloved. She sat as Crispin wrapped his fingers around the swing’s ropes, entrapping her with his arms so escape was impossible.

				Without a word, she tugged on his cravat, undoing it so it fell loosely against his vest. It was a childish thing to do, and she knew it.

				If only I were out, she told herself, then I would know what to do.

				“Tell me you love me,” Crispin pleaded. “I know you do, but I want to hear you say it. I dream of it, Audra. I dream of hearing those melodious words fall from your sweet mouth. My heart longs for it, as it longs for you. Please, Audra, I beg it of you.”

				Audra grew serious. Of course she loved him in return. She had loved him always. Crispin Brighton was the only boy she had ever loved, and she would love him for all time.

				Audra rose from the swing’s seat. Running the tips of her fingers along a familiar, square jaw, she eased his lips to hers and kissed him gently. A tender peck — it was almost all she ever allowed, and he had never taken advantage.

				With her lips still touching his, she opened her eyes and quietly said, “I love you.”

				She said it as if it were her greatest secret, although, to all who knew her, it was no secret at all. Still as a bird, she watched his lashes separate and his dilated, sky-blue eyes gaze at her longingly. A wide smile crawled across his face as she fell back onto flat feet, his expression beaming and tortured at the same time.

				“You can have no idea the agony I live with every day that you are not mine.”

				“I will be yours,” she promised in a quiet voice. “My heart already is.”

				“Then,” he said, reaching into his pocket, “will you take this?” Crispin revealed a chain that held at the end of it a ring, and within the ring a lock of his hair. “Until we can be officially engaged, will you wear it? Wear it as a promise that you will be mine?”

				With a gentle nod, she smiled, and he placed it carefully over her curls. Once it hung about her neck, Audra reached for the dangling pendant and clutched it tightly in her palm.

				“I will suffer tremendously while you are in London,” he told her.

				Audra knew she would be equally as wretched, but at once refused to be so until the time came where she must be.

				“Come,” she invited, pulling him farther into the garden. “I cannot bear to be miserable until it is absolutely unavoidable. Let us enjoy this time we have together.”

				She doubted her words had the desired effect on him, but he followed her lead, and she determined to keep him to herself until Miss Mauvreen found them, or the dark of evening forced them back to Ravensleigh.

				• • •

				Lady Moira Brighton had not seen her sister, Lady Angela Sutherland, in years. Twenty, in fact, just shortly after Crispin was born. Due only to their dissimilar personalities and Angela’s numerous and distant relocations and marriages, it had also been many years since either had even exchanged letters. At the time she wrote to her, Lady Brighton was not even sure of her sister’s last name. “Sutherland” was the last she was aware of, but in her younger days Angela had a talent for marrying older gentlemen and seemed a perpetual widow.

				Fortunately, when Lady Brighton — with Lord Kingsley’s approval — reached out to her and requested her as a sponsor for Audra at court, Angela not only received the letter, but was more than obliging. She was in a carriage on her way to Ravensleigh in a month’s time, full of enthusiasm for the task. Having no daughters of her own, she leapt at the chance to take Audra to the Brightons’ London townhouse.

				“Oh, I just feel so terrible that the girl has no one to take her to St. James,” Lady Sutherland told her sister in the Ravensleigh drawing room. “To lose one’s mother at such a young age …  What was it she died from? Oh! Never mind that. I am very glad you called on me.”

				Lady Brighton sipped her Earl Gray tea, her own enthusiasm capped only by her own inability to join them on the trip.

				“I am delighted she will be going with you. I would have taken her but for the baby. Even though Rhianna and James are doing well, I just cannot imagine leaving them at this time.”

				Lady Sutherland waved her hand wildly through the air, as if swatting a troublesome gnat. “Oh, no, no, no — certainly not! Your place is here. I will see to it Lady Audra finds herself a fine, suitable husband.”

				As her sister’s expressions revealed her fullest devotion to the project, Lady Brighton laughed. “I admire your enthusiasm, Angela, but I suspect your services there will not be needed.”

				Lady Sutherland looked on her with distinct confusion from opposite a rosewood tea table. “Whatever do you mean?”

				Lady Brighton was careful to break the news delicately to her eager sister. “Audra and Crispin have been close these last four years. Her coming out is the only thing that stands in their way.”

				Lady Sutherland rested her teacup in her lap. “I see.”

				“I hope that doesn’t take too much of the fun out of it for you.”

				“Oh, no, indeed!” she recovered. “From what you have told me of Lady Audra, Crispin will have done quite well for himself. Is she not heiress to Kingsley Manor?”

				“Well, yes,” Lady Brighton said, with her usual modesty. “I suppose that does work out, as I am certain Crispin would have married her had she not two pence to her name.”

				“Ah, young love!”

				“I admit, I did not think they would be so devoted these four years. I will be glad to see them settled and, I imagine, happy.”

				Audra’s arrival was announced and she entered the room, a halo of happiness glowing all about her. The ladies rose from their places beside the fireplace, and Lady Brighton introduced them to one another.

				“It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance, Lady Audra,” said Lady Sutherland, a giddy smile forcing her mouth to twist as if pursing her lips. “My sister has nothing but wonderful things to say about you.”

				“Lady Sutherland, I am very grateful for your sponsorship,” said Audra, taking her hands in an expression of appreciation.

				“I understand you are quite ready for your appearance at St. James,” said the lady in a tone Lady Brighton thought encompassed all the pride of one who had been a part of the enterprise from the start.

				“Oh! Indeed I am, yes. All thanks to your kind sister, of course. My gown is nearly complete. There is only one more fitting to be done, or perhaps two. It is the product of a long-kept promise that she should pick a gown for me when my time came, and it shall double as a wedding dress. Lady Brighton has such wonderful taste. And we have practiced my walking extensively with the tablecloth pinned between my shoulders. I do believe I could walk backwards with an extensive train.”

				Lady Sutherland nodded approvingly, and with a glance at her sister, said, “It does indeed sound as if you are quite ready, Lady Audra. And what of your curtsey to the queen? Have you practiced that, as well?”

				“Indeed, yes! I hope to look quite an expert.”

				“Well! It does seem to me,” said Lady Sutherland, “that once your gown is complete, we ought not to delay. London awaits!”

				• • •

				Guilford, Lord Kingsley, planned a dinner at Kingsley Manor the night before his daughter was to depart for London. He invited the Brighton family, as well as Lady Sutherland, and had a fine spread laid out in the mahogany dining room. Salmon with shrimp sauce, roasted goose and quail with truffles, with accents of peas, turtle soup, mince pie, plum pudding, and breads. A crystal bowl of cherry-cheeked apples, ripe oranges, and pears accented the table beautifully, daring the diners to take a bite.

				It was a feast fit for a king, and unsurprisingly Guilford Kingsley showed he would have nothing less with which to send his daughter off to the city of London. The servants had slaved for hours to prepare such a banquet, and all the best silverware had been laid out, knives and forks with mahogany-stained ivory handles, the finest glassware, and the most elegant porcelain graced the table, presenting an impressive yet orderly spread.

				“Really, Papa, you did not need to make dinner such a grand affair,” Audra told him, stirring her turtle soup and allowing it to cool.

				“Oh, pishposh!” cried Guilford. “I ought to have done more, surely. You are my cherished one, my dear Audra. I am very proud of you, and I want to see you well off to London.” Turning his attention to his daughter’s patroness, he said, “Lady Sutherland, you are very kind to take Audra to St. James, and I have instructed her to be as well-behaved as is in her nature.”

				“Good heavens,” laughed Lady Sutherland, pressing a bejeweled hand to her large bosom, “I am sure that is quite unnecessary. I have no doubt Lady Audra will be quite the lady. The belle of the ball, to be sure.”

				“Yes, I am sure she will be a perfect mouse,” teased Thayne, arousing stifled giggles from those who knew Audra.

				Audra laughed, too, but the response was perfunctory, for she had heard hardly a word that was spoken. She had a talent for appearing attentive even when her mind was elsewhere, and at this moment, her mind was on her beloved, who sat across the table, his eyes raking over her devilishly and a smile turning up the sides of his lips.
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