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      “Lydia, is that your sister?”

      Lydia’s friend Lysandra Russell pointed to a group of young men hovering around a delicate, petite figure in the middle of the crowded assembly room. Even at this distance, Lydia recognized her younger sister’s fine-boned face and far too pretty features: the flaxen hair, the cornflower-blue eyes, and the lovely rosebud mouth that left every man she met ready to come to blows over her attention and her honor.

      “Oh heavens, what has Portia gone and done now?” Lydia muttered. She stepped closer to Lysandra, who chuckled and waved her dark-blue silk fan patterned with silver stars.

      “I believe she’s convinced the men to wager for spots on her dance card. If anyone discovers that, she might be cast out of the assembly rooms by the master of ceremonies. You know that sort of behavior is strictly taboo.” Lysandra tucked a stray strand of her bright-red hair behind her ear and rolled her eyes. “Well, at least she’s having fun. You and I have been growing petals over here against this wall.”

      Lydia giggled at Lysandra’s artful description of them as wallflowers. “Yes, Portia always seems to find friends and aspiring beaux wherever she goes. My father tells me our mother was much the same. A true beauty.”

      Lydia’s heart sank a little as she said this. She wasn’t beautiful the way Portia was or their mother had been. She was only a few inches above five feet, and though she had the same flaxen hair as her sister, it lacked her sister’s elegant shine. Her blue eyes were not so bright a blue. Her features, while not unattractive, did not have the same irresistible beauty as Portia’s.

      So it came as no surprise that Portia was their father’s favorite. But she could not complain. Her father did love her, and she was not treated as some princess of cinders by her family. She was simply not the favorite. It was no more complicated than that.

      “I suppose I ought to free her of the horde she’s collected.” Lydia squared her shoulders, knowing how difficult it was going to be to get her sister away from her group of admirers. They had been in Bath only one week, yet the entire male population was already infatuated with Portia.

      “I shall help you.” Lysandra joined her, chin set firmly, as though she was facing down the French army all alone. Lydia adored her friend’s loyalty. When things became serious, Lysandra could always be counted on to help.

      They crossed the vast floor of the assembly room, careful to sidestep whenever twirling couples threatened to come into their path. They were also careful to dodge the numerous ostrich plumes that dipped low over the turbans of the older ladies. More than once they were nearly knocked over by an oblivious gentleman making an elegant bow.

      Bath was ever a place to see and be seen by the fashionable set and the wealthy in England. Not that Lydia was much concerned with any of that. She had not much desire to marry. Not after her first serious suitor, a gentleman named Frank Ensley, had abandoned her to marry an heiress. The pangs of disappointment had been enough to set Lydia against marriage entirely.

      “Look out!” Lysandra gripped her arm and pulled her out of the way of two handsome but clearly foxed gentlemen stumbling past them. They didn’t even stop to apologize.

      “Lord, it’s a frightful exercise in patience and perseverance to cross a ballroom.” Lydia collapsed her fan and held it up like a fencer would his foil. It might prove necessary to wallop a few gentlemen in order to arrive at their intended destination.

      “Blast. I lost sight of her,” Lysandra hissed. “The men have dispersed, but I cannot see her.”

      Lydia swallowed back a lump of panic. She and Portia had both come here under the watchful eye of their great-aunt, Cornelia Wilcox. She would be blamed if Portia were to be compromised.

      “Try the corridor just beyond!” Lydia nodded frantically toward a darkened corridor that led to the retiring rooms, a place where ladies and gentlemen could see to their needs.

      “Excellent thinking.” Lysandra and Lydia parted around a pair of plump matronly ladies whose chins wobbled as they giggled over the latest on-dits.

      “Ah-ha! She’s here!” Lydia gasped in relief as she found Portia alone at the entrance to the corridor. She hugged her younger sister.

      Portia raised her chin almost haughtily as she pushed Lydia away. “Lydia, what’s come over you?”

      Lydia reined in the frustrated response she wanted to give. It would do no good to snap at Portia, no matter how much she wished to. “You mustn’t go places unaccompanied, especially here at the assembly rooms.”

      Portia’s eyes flashed with a rebellious fire befitting her teenage years. “I know all the rules, Lydia. You need not lecture me.”

      “Oh? Because it appears that you enjoy breaking all the rules,” Lydia replied levelly.

      “You need not worry, dear sister. I have matters well in hand.”

      “Matters? What matters?” Lydia wanted to tell her sister that she was far too young to have matters, but she knew it would fall on deaf ears.

      “I have made my decision as to whom I shall marry.”

      “Oh? You’ve chosen, then? Which gentleman?” Lydia ran through the list in her head of all the men who had offered for Portia in the last few months. There were at least a dozen. Portia had kept all of their calling cards in her bedchamber and would riffle them in her hands and giggle while she prepared for bed. To her, marriage was a game she wanted to win. She was too young to realize that a handsome buck she would marry now might grow into a cantankerous old man. Marriage was no game. It was serious business.

      “Him!” Portia pointed an elegant hand toward a pair of men who were leaning against a column about twenty feet away. One was fair-haired, and one was dark. Both were tall, at least a few inches over six feet. She recognized only one of the gentleman, as Lysandra did, by the way she gasped. Portia did not however, since she did not spend much time in the company of Lydia’s friends or their family.

      “Rafe Lennox?” Lysandra shook her head. “Oh, Portia, you mustn’t.”

      “No, not him, the dark-haired man next to him.” Portia sighed dreamily as she gazed in his direction.

      “I am not acquainted with that gentleman,” Lydia said. “Who is he?”

      “Haven’t the faintest idea. I only know he shall be mine.” Portia giggled and twirled where she stood, almost humming to herself. “Won’t we make the most beautiful babies together?”

      “Portia, that is ridiculous. You don’t even know the gentleman’s name,” Lydia said.

      Her sister laughed. “Oh, he’s no gentleman. Lord, Lydia, look at how he holds himself, powerful, with little care to his clothes, his hair ruffled by the wind, and a hungry look in those gray eyes . . .”

      “Those sound like fine qualities in a heartless seducer, not a husband,” Lydia responded primly. But the more she dared to look at the gentleman in question, the more she saw exactly what her sister had described. He had a wild, barely restrained look that gave him an unmistakable air of danger. A flush rolled through her, and she had to spread her fan and whip it rapidly to dispel the sudden heat in her body. Her breath quickened as she saw the man break into a smile as a lovely woman walked past him.

      Lord, that smile. It was the sort to break a woman’s heart before she’d even been introduced to him.

      “Maybe I want him to seduce me,” Portia declared, a little too loudly, given the sudden stares of a few nearby ladies. Portia’s words set their fans fluttering wildly, no doubt to cover the gossip the women would soon be spreading.

      “Portia, please do not say such things.”

      “It’s not my fault you aren’t married, Lydia.” Portia’s unexpected insult stung more than Lydia wished it to. She loved her sister, but sometimes Portia was very difficult to like.

      “Portia, that wasn’t very nice,” Lysandra said sternly.

      “Well, it’s true.” Portia shoved between Lydia and Lysandra and started straight toward the pair of young men, who may well have been man-eating tigers as far as innocent young women were concerned.

      “What on earth is she doing?” Lysandra asked. “Is she mad?”

      Lydia sighed and rubbed her eyes. “Mad? No. Acting foolishly? Most certainly.” Lydia rushed after her sister, but was too late. Portia was already talking to the dark-haired stranger. Lydia knew she should rush over and stop her, but she was frozen in place. The gentleman was one of the most handsome men she had ever seen. She had spent four seasons in London and had seen the best men in England, and none of them compared to him. Portia, for once, was right. He was a man a woman would be irresistibly drawn to, even at the cost of her innocence.

      “Excuse me.” Portia smiled as she stopped before Rafe Lennox and his dark-haired companion.

      “Well, hello, my dear.” Rafe grinned down at Portia, a wolfish glint to his smile that would have sent a more intelligent woman sprinting toward the nearest chaperone.

      “I know this is terribly forward, but I’m afraid I am not acquainted with either of you, and I should very much like to be.” Portia’s musical voice carried across the room. She sounded so sweetly innocent, but Lydia knew better.

      “You hear that, Brodie? She would like to be better acquainted with us,” Rafe said. The silent, dark-haired man next to Rafe grinned as well, and when he spoke, his Scottish accent was unmistakable. It was as though God had designed this man to make Lydia fall hopelessly in love with him.

      The man named Brodie smiled at Portia in clear amusement. “Does she now? I believe we would as well, lass. What’s your name?”

      “I am Portia Hunt.”

      “Portia.” Brodie rolled her name off his tongue, and Lydia could see her sister almost swoon. Lydia couldn’t blame her—she was equally as affected. “My name is Brodie Kincade, and my companion here is Mr. Rafe Lennox.”

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you both, Mr. Lennox and Mr. Kincade.”

      “How well acquainted do you wish to be, Miss Hunt?” Rafe inquired with a smile that spoke of dangerous intimacy.

      Whatever Portia had planned to say was stopped when Great-Aunt Cornelia materialized next to her, snatching her away from the two gentlemen. She dragged Portia nearly a dozen feet away, creating a minor spectacle, which soon grew into a major one the moment she spoke.

      “Portia Elizabeth Hunt, what on earth are you thinking?” Cornelia demanded sharply. “Eh, girl?”

      Cornelia was a formidable creature, and despite her plumpness, she was a strong woman and not to be trifled with.

      “I was thinking I was meeting my future bridegroom,” Portia shot back as she pulled her hand free of Cornelia’s grasp.

      “You were doing no such thing!”

      Rafe and Brodie watched with amusement while Portia argued with her great-aunt. Finally, Lydia found herself able to move, and she joined her sister and aunt in order to calm things down.

      “Did you see your sister walk up to those young bucks and introduce herself? Mercy, I shall faint.” Despite Cornelia’s insistence that she would faint, she looked entirely unlikely to. “And where were you in all this, Lydia?”

      “I . . . I’m sorry, Aunt Cornelia.”

      “Humph.” Cornelia pointed an accusing finger at Portia. “I believe you’ve had quite enough for one night, young lady. It’s time you went home for the evening.”

      “You never let me do anything. Father will hear about this!” Portia stormed off toward the entrance of the assembly rooms.

      Cornelia shared a look with Lydia. “I’m sorry, my dear, but I’m afraid you must come home as well.”

      “Wait, Mrs. Wilcox,” Lysandra said. “Would it be possible for Lydia to stay with me? I am here escorted by my brother Lawrence Russell and his wife, Zehra. They would be happy to chaperone Lydia and escort her home.” Lysandra nodded toward her elder brother, another redheaded member of the infamous Russell family, who was currently dancing with his lovely new wife. “If you truly wish to punish Portia for her behavior, just imagine how she would feel knowing her sister is still here enjoying herself.”

      “I suppose . . .” Cornelia fluttered her fan as she thought it over. “Yes, all right, but I shall have to speak to them myself.” She walked over to where Lawrence and Zehra had just finished the last dance.

      Lydia sighed in relief. “Thank you, Lysandra, I should not wish to be in that coach tonight listening to Portia and Aunt Cornelia bicker.”

      “I agree.” Lysandra put her arm in Lydia’s, and they both trailed after Cornelia to see what the woman’s decision would be. Lydia glanced over her shoulder at the two handsome men, who hadn’t left their post against the pillar. They were not looking in her direction, nor did she expect them to. After all, she was, in comparison to Portia, utterly unremarkable.

      The thought left a deep well of sadness within her, but she buried it with a cheery smile and laughter. Lydia was determined to have an enjoyable evening, now that she no longer had to watch over Portia and keep her out of trouble.
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      Portia Hunt drifted back into the assembly room, a light cloak draped about her shoulders. She spied her dreaded great-aunt Cornelia talking to Lawrence Russell and his beautiful new wife, who rivaled her in looks. Seeing that her great-aunt was sufficiently distracted, she caught the eye of the handsome Scotsman when his gaze swept the room in her direction. Once his eyes settled on hers, she tilted her head to one side and smiled invitingly at him. With a coquettish wink, she twirled and walked away to a more secluded part of the assembly room.

      The Scotsman would come to her. All men came when she gave them that look. Sure enough, he came into the alcove off the main ballroom.

      “Well now, we meet again, lass.” He smiled down at her and stepped closer.

      Portia was only too happy to lure him deeper into the private space. She wanted to kiss him, to see how he compared to the others. There hadn’t been many, admittedly, but enough that Portia felt she was a good judge of kisses by now.

      “Mr. Kincade,” she said in a soft voice that held a hint of girlish innocence.

      Brodie placed one large palm on the wall beside her head, effectively blocking her in. “So, are we to become . . . better acquainted?”

      “I believe we are, but first . . .” She tiptoed her fingers up his chest to his cravat, toying with the perfectly folded fabric.

      “Aye?” Brodie leaned down. Just a few more inches and his kissable lips would be against hers. Her pulse pounded with excitement.

      “First, you must propose to me.”

      Brodie lifted his other hand to grasp her hip, and delicious tingles of excitement shot through her.

      “Propose what?” he asked.

      “Marriage, of course.” She rolled her eyes, giggling at his silly teasing.

      “Marriage?” He chuckled. “Oh, lass, I’ll not be doing any such thing.”

      “What?” Her gaze sharpened on him.

      “I’m of no mind to marry, but I willna say no to a kiss, if you wish to give me one.”

      Portia was infuriated. She slapped his cheek hard enough that his eyes widened, and his lips parted in shock.

      “Well, I never,” Portia growled. “Honestly. Without marriage.” She glared up at him. “You will marry me, Mr. Kincade. Then you will have as many kisses as you wish.”

      Brodie stepped back, running a palm over his cheek. “Actually, lass, I think not. Good night to you.” He turned and walked away, disappearing back into the assembly room.

      Portia blinked. No man had ever said no to her before, for anything. But Brodie Kincade just did. That intrigued her. No, it excited her. A man who was not so easily won over by her charm and beauty. That was a man worth catching. But how to do it?

      I shall have him compromise me, she thought. There’s no other way to it. He won’t agree, otherwise, that much is quite clear.

      With a devious giggle, she pulled her hood up and returned to the foyer to wait for her dreadful great-aunt to return. Her sour mood had dissipated in the wake of her new plans. Brodie Kincade would be her husband within a week—she would bet her life on it.
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      Brodie rejoined his friend Rafe to watch the dancers swirl around the assembly room. “What the devil was that about?” Rafe asked.

      Brodie tried not to scowl. He’d been in a good mood until a moment ago. Surely he wasn’t that off his usual seduction methods, was he? He usually got slapped after a kiss, not before. His cheek stung faintly, but it was a strong reminder that English ladies weren’t nearly so easily charmed as the ladies in Scotland. They clearly expected more to result from a bit of fun.

      “The wee lass who introduced herself. She wanted to speak to me.”

      Rafe shot Brodie a sardonic grin. “Did she have anything interesting to say?”

      “She wanted me to marry her.” Brodie smiled ruefully. “Damned innocent creature.”

      Rafe’s laugh held a hint of darkness. “Brodie, my friend, here is your first lesson of life in England. No one in this room is innocent, especially the young unmarried ladies. They are far more dangerous than anyone else here tonight.”

      Brodie took a glass of ratafia from a servant who passed them carrying a tray. “I’m not afraid of a wee hen.”

      “You should be. Even the most fire-breathing dragon of a chaperone should be less feared than a young unmarried lady. You see, we are the prey.” Rafe tapped his own chest. “We’re the ones being hunted.”

      “You let English lasses frighten you so?” Brodie chuckled. “My brother Brock wasna afraid of his bride. He simply ran off with her. Not even your brother and his fancy friends could stop him from claiming Joanna.”

      Rafe’s eyes twinkled with mischief. “You don’t understand. Your brother was doing what my sister wanted him to do. She was in charge of that adventure. Never assume otherwise. You forget, I stopped them on the road under the guise of a highwayman and caught your brother unaware. He stood no chance against us.”

      “There were three of you, and he was protecting your sister. If he hadna been with her, he would have easily taken you all,” Brodie challenged. He would not let his friend speak ill of his brother. Brock had always looked after him and their younger siblings, Rosalind and Aiden.

      “I seek no quarrel with you,” Rafe cut in more amiably. “My point was to remind you that the unmarried ladies here in England treat marriage as a serious business. If that chit has marked you as hers, you had better watch your back.”

      “I thank you for the warning.” Brodie swept his gaze over the ballroom with fresh eyes, searching for predators in pretty skirts.

      Rafe continued his lesson. “Allow me to provide an example. You might think that an invitation to a dark alcove is a good idea. But unless you can be certain that the lady issuing the invitation is set on nothing more than a bit of fun, odds are you’re walking into a trap.” Rafe tapped his temple. “Best to keep a sharp eye until you are comfortable recognizing which ladies do not have marriage in mind. Widows are always good.” Rafe nodded toward a curvaceous brunette dancing nearby.

      “Widows?” Brodie repeated. “They dinna mourn their husbands?”

      Rafe threw his head back and laughed.

      “Depends on the widow, old boy. Many widows here are young and starved for a decent man’s touch after having been married to men thirty or forty years their elder.”

      Brodie didn’t like the sound of that. He knew that women most often married older men for practical or social reasons, but in Scotland the age difference usually did not exceed twenty years.

      “Now spinsters are also an option, if they make it clear to you that they have given up on marriage. In fact, the ones with a bit of financial security often welcome romantic entanglements without marriage being offered. They have too much to lose if they marry.”

      Brodie listened to Rafe explain the various types of English ladies, from bluestockings down to cyprians.

      “Now, these bluestockings, do they actually wear blue stockings?” Brodie asked. He was still foxed from their drinking earlier, and he was quite enjoying listening to his friend lecture about women. He was so foxed, in fact, that his vision was a bit blurred at times.

      “Not that I’ve noticed,” Rafe mused. “Honestly, I haven’t the faintest idea where the name comes from. But you won’t get far with one of those. Take Lysandra Russell.” He discreetly pointed to a red-haired beauty in a green silk gown who had just been asked to dance.

      “Aye, what of that one?” Brodie inquired curiously. He wouldn’t mind bedding that lass.

      “Complete bluestocking. She’ll chatter to no end about science if you let her.”

      “Have you?” Brodie teased his companion.

      Rafe flashed him a devil-may-care-grin. “I might have . . . in the hopes of a kiss. Half an hour later, all I had was some rather useless knowledge about comets.”

      “Comets?” That did mildly interest Brodie. While he was the most outgoing of his siblings, and by far the most scandalous, he did enjoy discussing things with women, at least when he wasn’t kissing them. In Scotland, he spent much of his time at Castle Kincade and rarely in town, which meant his choice of ladies, especially ones who were well educated, was far lower than it was in Edinburgh, London, or even Bath.

      “Perhaps the lass would like me,” Brodie murmured as he watched her dance. She did have a pretty smile.

      “Er . . . No. You must not have heard me say her name. She’s a Russell.”

      Brodie still stared at him, having not a clue what the man was on about.

      “As in Lucien Russell, the Marquess of Rochester. One of Ashton’s friends?”

      “Ah.” Brodie nodded. “One of the League of Rogues, is he?” Not that he was worried. English gentlemen were no match for Scots in a bout of fisticuffs.

      Rafe nudged him. “Whatever you’re thinking about, forget it, my friend. Lucien won’t fight you with his fists if you compromise his beloved baby sister. They would likely only find pieces of you in the Thames. Best not to risk it over a bluestocking.”

      “So, who am I to choose, then? I don’t see anyone left,” Brodie grumbled.

      “Perhaps it’s time to quit this place. We made a good show here. We pleased the master of ceremonies and have been on our best behavior, more or less. It’s time to go to places more suited to our interests, wouldn’t you say?”

      Brodie felt like smiling again. “I would indeed.”

      “Are you any good at cards?” Rafe asked as they left.

      “Quite good,” Brodie assured him.

      “Excellent. I know just the place.”
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      Lydia was in the middle of one of the few dances she’d been asked for when she saw the handsome Scotsman and Rafe Lennox leave the assembly room. Disappointment stirred within her as the tall, dark-haired Brodie Kincade left her sight.

      Lysandra joined her as the dance ended. “Are you all right?” Her face was flushed after that last quadrille.

      “Yes.” Lydia was not as exhausted from the dance as her friend. She adored dancing, and while she was rarely asked to dance at occasions like this, she danced at home whenever she was alone. While Portia was out paying calls, Lydia chose to enjoy that time either reading, gardening, or dancing.

      “It seems your great-aunt has taken your sister home.” Lysandra nodded toward the entryway, where they had last seen Portia and Cornelia.

      “That’s one small mercy.” Lydia felt callous for saying that, but she had so few moments to enjoy herself in public without worrying about Portia and what fresh trouble she would stir up.

      “Come and say hello to Lawrence and Zehra,” Lysandra suggested.

      As they made their way through the packed room, Lydia was relieved to be lost amongst the crowd for a spell. Being responsible for watching over her little sister meant there was always a chance she would end up at the center of attention, and not in a good way. It was a relief to be merely among the throng and not have to worry what Portia was up to.

      “Lawrence, Zehra.” Lysandra greeted her older brother and his new wife. Lawrence turned his attention to Lydia. “I’ve brought Lydia over, as promised,” said Lysandra.

      “Miss Hunt, a pleasure to see you again.” Lawrence was a handsome red-haired devil and quite charming when he wasn’t brooding. Since he’d married Zehra, he’d been brooding less and beaming more. The man was clearly infatuated with his wife, but that didn’t stop him from being courteous. Lawrence bowed over Lydia’s hand.

      She smiled. “It is my pleasure as well, Mr. Russell.”

      He turned his attention to the woman at his side. “Please allow me to introduce you to my wife, Zehra. Zehra, this is Miss Lydia Hunt.”

      Lydia smiled warmly at the dark-haired, olive-skinned woman. She was exquisitely beautiful. It was no wonder that the last time she had met Lawrence he’d been preoccupied, because he’d already met his beloved Zehra. There was quite a story behind it as Lysandra had informed her. Zehra had been captured in her father’s homeland of Persia by a rival tribe and sold into slavery, only to be secretly bought by Lawrence. Zehra was in fact a Persian princess and a granddaughter to an English peer. Once Lawrence had freed Zehra, he had kept her at his home, in secret, until he could stop a Persian slave trader who had wished her harm.

      “It is wonderful to meet you, Miss Hunt.” Zehra curtsied, and Lydia did the same.

      “Am I to understand we have rescued you from a bit of unpleasantness?” Lawrence asked.

      “You have indeed, and I am most grateful. My sister, Portia, was quite determined to make a spectacle of herself. Our chaperone, Mrs. Wilcox, was quite upset. You spared me a long coach ride home, having to witness their duel of words.”

      “Ah, I understand. Quite glad to be of service.” Lawrence shared a grin with his wife. “Well, we are ready to leave when you are. Or we can remain a bit longer.”

      “I am ready,” Lydia assured him. In truth, she was tired enough to go home, knowing the moment her head hit her pillow she would be asleep. In London, balls could go into the early morning, when dawn turned everything a pale gray before the sun crested the horizon. But in Bath, balls ended promptly at eleven, and it was nearly eleven now.

      “Then, shall we?” Lawrence waved a hand. The trio of ladies fell in line behind him, and they walked outside together, where Lawrence summoned their coach home. During the ride to Lydia’s residence, the women exchanged news of their mutual friends.

      “We shall be attending the Pump Room tomorrow, if you would like to join our party,” Zehra offered.

      “I would like that very much,” said Lydia.

      “Wonderful. We will meet tomorrow after lunch, around two o’clock.”

      Lydia thanked Zehra again for the invitation before she exited the coach at her townhouse in Royal Crescent. “And thank you for the escort home, Mr. Russell.” Lydia waved goodbye from the top step of the elegant home her father had recently purchased as their new residence.

      Portia had convinced their father that Bath was the best place to find a husband, and so he had quickly purchased a home on the most fashionable street in Bath, the illustrious Royal Crescent. Lydia did enjoy living in the most elegant part of the city, but Bath was not as popular as it had once been. It seemed most of the younger crowd frequented other places, such as London or seaside resorts like Brighton. However, a wealth of older families still resided in Bath, and Portia was insistent she would find a handsome young man with a title and money here. Lydia knew that to find all three qualities of looks, good fortune, and a title wasn’t easy, but she could not convince her sister otherwise.

      As she entered their townhouse, their butler, Mr. Annis, met her at the door.

      “Did you have a good evening, Miss Hunt?”

      “I did.” She’d certainly had fun with Lysandra, even if she hadn’t been asked to dance as much as she would have liked.

      Annis smiled warmly at her. “I’m glad to hear it. Mrs. Kloester has a glass of milk and a few biscuits for you in your room. We anticipated your arrival after Miss Portia arrived home.”

      “Thank you, Annis. Was Portia still upset? I hope she and Mrs. Wilcox did not quarrel too much during the ride home.”

      “Er, no. Quite the opposite, really. Miss Portia seemed rather pleased about something. She went to bed humming.”

      “Humming?” Lydia sensed impending doom, though she could not guess as to what form it would take. Her sister was up to something.

      “If you need anything at all, I shall be awake another hour,” the butler said.

      “No, go on to bed, Annis.” She started toward the stairs, then paused. “Annis? Is my father home, or did he go to his club this evening?”

      “He’s home, Miss Hunt. In his study, I believe.”

      Lydia changed course and headed for her father’s study. The door was ajar, but she knocked anyway.

      “Papa?”

      “Yes, my child?”

      Lydia nudged the door open and slipped inside. Jackson Hunt was reading a book in one hand and holding a glass of scotch in the other. Her father was tall and fit and still quite attractive for a man in his early fifties. He had a ready wit and indulgent kindness that people often mistook for weakness, but he was in fact a shrewd businessman. With a tidy fortune and a country estate in Surrey, the Hunt family was well off enough that most society doors opened to them. Especially the homes where unmarried young men had caught a glimpse of Portia.

      “How are you, my dear?” Jackson set his book aside and gestured to a chair across from his desk.

      “Fine, Papa.” She seated herself and tried to plan her next words as best she could.

      “Yes?”

      “I am worried about Portia.”

      “Oh? What’s the little bit gone and done now?” He gave a smile he only reserved for Portia, and it pricked at Lydia’s heart like a thorn. He had no special smiles like that reserved for her.

      “She’s taken a fancy to a Scotsman. He was in questionable company tonight at the assembly rooms, and Lysandra Russell warned Portia not to take an interest in him. I am worried she is going to do something reckless in order to obtain a marriage to this gentleman.”

      Jackson leaned forward, resting his elbows on his desk. “What kind of reckless?”

      “Well, to start with, she walked up to this gentleman and introduced herself, rather than having the master of ceremonies introduce her. You know how strict the protocol is for the assembly rooms. She was lucky not to be cast out and banned from returning.”

      Lydia had always thought the position of master of ceremonies was silly, but it was derived from the royal courts and was designed to supervise public behavior and help maintain a level of decorum and manners at social functions. If one displeased or upset the master of ceremonies, one would likely be disgraced.

      Jackson chuckled at Lydia’s mention of Portia’s outburst. “Well, at least she goes after what she desires. It reminds me of myself. I was about your age when I first saw your mother. There was nothing that could keep me away from her.”

      Lydia knew then that her request for Portia to be checked would go unanswered. Her father’s gaze grew distant. He was lost in the mists of the past, where his beloved wife was still alive.

      “Papa,” Lydia said, trying to catch his attention.

      “Oh, I’m sorry, Lydia. Never mind Portia for now. Did you enjoy the ball? Find any young man just up to scratch for you?”

      “No.” She ran her fingertips over her rather plain rose-colored silk gown. “Papa, please listen to me about Portia. You and Great-Aunt Cornelia must keep a sharper eye on her.”

      “I know, I know. We depend on you far too much, don’t we?” Her father sighed. “When your mother died, I was too quick to place so many duties upon your young shoulders.” That was not something Lydia would disagree with him on, but she sensed he was gently changing the subject.

      “What if I were to send you to Brighton? You may take that friend of yours, Miss Russell, along with you. What do you think? I could hire a chaperone for you and keep your great-aunt here in charge of Portia while she hunts for a husband.”

      The offer was far too tempting. She had been longing to visit a seaside resort and try her hand at bathing. But she knew her duty and couldn’t leave.

      “No, I should stay here and help you with Portia.”

      “Nonsense. Mrs. Wilcox and I can handle the child. Why don’t you go on to bed? We can discuss this more in the morning.”

      That was the end of it. She would have no more luck tonight in convincing him. With a sigh, Lydia stood and nodded.

      “Good night, Papa.” She came around his desk and bent to kiss his cheek before she headed upstairs. As she walked past Portia’s room, she saw a light on and was tempted to speak with her. Portia, while a vain creature often focused on gowns and balls, did enjoy staying up late to read, and Lydia thought it was best not to disturb her.

      Lydia’s lady’s maid, Phyllis, stood waiting for her. They shared a tired smile as she helped Lydia undress.

      “Would you like a bath tonight?”

      “No, thank you, Phyllis. Go on to bed,” she encouraged the maid, who gratefully left her bedchamber.

      Lydia combed out her hair and climbed into bed. A small glass of fresh milk and a plate of biscuits rested on the table beside her. She ate her midnight snack and wondered what to do. She couldn’t leave Portia alone. The trip to Brighton would have to be postponed.

      She blew out the candle on her night table and settled into bed. But as sleep drifted near, her thoughts wandered back to the dark-haired Scotsman.

      What if Portia were to successfully marry such a man? He would attend family dinners, father Portia’s children . . . For some reason, the thought made Lydia’s heart heavy. If anyone were to snare the attention of a handsome man like that, it would be her sister.

      She was suddenly overcome with a foolish rush of tears, because she knew she would never have a chance to make a match with a man like that. She was too old, too uninspiring, and that knowledge crippled her with an unbearable loneliness that left her awake well past midnight.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      Lydia had recovered some of her good spirits by the following morning when she sat down to breakfast. Her father was reading his paper, and her great-aunt was poring over a set of fashion plates. Portia made a late entrance, casting only a brief glance at Great-Aunt Cornelia, who arched a brow in return. It amused Lydia to know the two spent all their time antagonizing each other, while she was left quite alone.

      “Ah, Portia, good morning,” Jackson greeted his younger daughter.

      “Morning, Papa.” She kissed his cheek before she sashayed to her seat. She wore a gown of cerulean blue, and her hair was styled in the latest fashion, pulled back with artful curls framing her face. Lydia tried to ignore the sudden awareness of her own boring gown, a soft blue satin with fewer frills than her sister’s gown. Portia always looked so perfect, while Lydia simply focused on being serviceable. She felt silly if she tried to look nice, rather like trying to decorate a simple country cottage with golden garland—a waste of time, money, and effort.

      You cannot have fancy gowns, she reminded herself. You’re not a young girl fresh in her first season.

      “Morning, Portia,” Lydia greeted.

      Her sister smiled warmly at her. “Oh, Lydia, I’m sorry for being so cross with you last night.”

      “It’s all right. I only wished to watch out for you,” Lydia said.

      Portia nodded as if to agree, then turned to their father. “Papa, I have found my future husband and should like very much for you to go and speak to him today.”

      Lydia froze in the act of buttering a muffin. Lord, if only she could strangle her little sister for her silliness. Aunt Cornelia squawked and tossed her fashion plates to the table so hard that her teacup toppled over, spilling tea. A footman rushed to clean it up. Jackson ruffled his paper and gazed at Portia, and what little of his expression that they could see over the top of his paper was slightly perplexed.

      “What’s all this?” Cornelia demanded. “You cannot have your father go speak to a man. That’s not how it’s done.” She huffed and seemed to expect that to be the end of the matter.

      “Now just a minute, Cornelia,” their father said. “I may be willing to risk the scandal.” He looked toward Portia again. “Has the man proposed to you, child?” Jackson inquired with a discreet look toward Lydia.

      “No, but I believe he’s too shy.”

      “Shy?” Jackson chuckled. “I did not think you would choose a shy man to be your husband. Are you quite sure this is the right fellow for you?”

      “I would wager my life upon it.” Portia’s deadly serious reply had everyone at the table staring at her.

      Cornelia huffed. “No man is worth such a wager, you silly creature.” She leveled her hardest gaze at Portia. “Unless you’ve been up to things a young lady ought not to be.”

      “Oh, come now, Cornelia,” Jackson said to his aunt. “My Portia is merely excited and in love, I daresay. She would not do anything to risk herself, would you, my child?” He looked to Portia, who shook her head, her eyes wide and guileless. Her expression was so innocent, she seemed a mere child rather than a young woman in that moment. Lydia rolled her eyes.

      “There, you see?” Jackson folded his paper, and Lydia knew her father would turn a blind eye to this matter, despite her warning that Portia could not be trusted to behave. “Now, who is this fellow?”

      “Mr. Brodie Kincade. He is staying with Mr. Rafe Lennox, only a few streets away. I have the address written down.”

      “Is he, now? Well, I shall pay a call later this morning.”

      “And how do you know where his lodging is?” Lydia asked quietly.

      Cornelia pounced on the opening provided. “Yes, how do you know?”

      “How do I know?” Portia still looked oh so innocent. “I overheard the two gentlemen conversing about it last evening.”

      Lydia had no idea how her sister had actually discovered this information, but she was fairly certain Portia was lying.

      Jackson turned his focus on Lydia. “And what about you? Have you decided whether you are to go to Brighton?”

      “As much as I would like to, I believe it would be best to stay here. I am to meet a few friends today at the Pump Room after luncheon.”

      “You’re quite sure? I’ve heard the bracing sea breezes of the Sussex coast can be a tonic for all ills.”

      “Yes, Papa. I’m quite certain. Portia, would you like to go shopping on Milsom Street today after breakfast?”

      “No. I’m afraid I have calls to make.”

      Lydia let it go. The days of her younger sister wishing to spend time with her were at an end. There was no point forcing the issue. “If you change your mind, I’ll be leaving in an hour.”

      Lydia finished her breakfast and left the table. She met her maid in the hall and informed her she was to leave for Milsom Street shortly. One of their young footmen, a man named Michael, met her as she put on her bonnet and collected her reticule.

      “Ready to leave, Miss Hunt?” Michael asked.

      “Yes, let’s be off.” She and the footman left the townhouse on Royal Crescent and headed toward the shops. Many women would have hired a sedan chair or hackney, but Lydia’s penchant for dancing left her well suited to long and vigorous walks.

      When she reached Milsom Street, she visited a haberdashery, with Michael trailing dutifully at her heels. Once inside the shop, she was perusing a display of kid gloves in a dozen colors on a table near a window when two gentlemen paused outside the shop. At first, she only glanced up out of habit, but when she realized who they were, her heart jolted in her chest. She was staring at Rafe Lennox and Brodie Kincade, who were talking quietly just inches away from her, separated only by the glass panes of the window.

      Acting foolishly and entirely on instinct, Lydia dropped out of sight. Her footman did the same, crouching defensively beside her.

      “Miss? What are we doing?”

      “Hush, Michael. We are hiding,” she whispered frantically, even though she knew the men outside could not hear her. She also knew that neither of them had seen her last night, which meant that hiding was absolutely pointless. But for some reason, she didn’t want him to see her—maybe because once he did, he wouldn’t even really notice her, and that would only hurt worse.

      “Hiding? From whom, Miss?” Michael’s features hardened as he hovered close to her.

      “Oh . . . It doesn’t matter. He’s likely to not even notice me.” She rose up from her hidden position and peeked out the window. The men were gone. She had acted like a ninny for no reason.

      Then the haberdashery door opened, and in they walked. She was frozen for a moment before she hastily recovered herself. Turning away, she focused on a stand full of little ornaments and baubles as she tried to eavesdrop on the two men, who drifted nearer.

      “What a night,” Rafe snickered. “You really are excellent at cards, Kincade. Remind me never to play opposite you when real money is on the line.”

      “We certainly wore out our welcome last night. I dinna think they’ll let us come back.” Brodie grinned, and Lydia caught the full force of his smile in the reflection of the nearby mirror.

      “They can’t afford to. You fairly cleaned out the pockets of every man in the room. What was your secret, by the way?” Rafe casually examined a collection of ladies’ gloves with mild interest.

      “Every man has a tell,” Brodie explained. “The trick is to watch a man before he plays the game. You will notice what he does differently once the pressure of the game is upon him.”

      “By Jove, you are a dangerous man, Kincade. I suppose that’s why I like you.” Rafe lifted up a pair of ivory silk gloves. “What do you think of these?”

      “For you? A bit small.” Brodie delivered this with a straight face.

      Rafe snorted. “For a mistress. I recently parted from mine, but I am certainly looking for a new one. It’s always nice to have a present on hand for when one finds a lady worth wooing.”

      “They are pretty enough.” Brodie stared at the gloves. “Are all English ladies fixated on pretty bits of cloth? Or do they prefer jewels? I suppose I had better find out while I’m here.”

      Lydia couldn’t help but wonder why that was. Was he also in the market for a mistress? Or did the charming Scot have marriage on his mind?

      “Money, my dear fellow. That is what they like best. Lots of it.” The way Rafe said this, with an edge to his tone, made Lydia wonder what sort of women Rafe usually consorted with.

      Trying not to be seen, Lydia carefully dodged the two men. But her footman, intending to follow her, knocked over a display of hats.

      “Oh!” She rushed to help collect the scattered bonnets, blushing wildly as she dared not look in the direction of Mr. Lennox and Mr. Kincade.

      Only when she had fixed the display did she glance at them. Both of them had amused looks on their faces, and they quickly went back to their whispered conversation, no longer paying her any heed.

      Lydia fled the haberdashery, her footman racing behind her. Even after all the ruckus she had caused, neither man had spared her more than a glance. It was both a blessing and a curse to not be pretty enough to catch a man’s attention. Portia would have had them tripping over each other, trying to help.

      Lydia shuddered at the thought that her father would likely be able to buy Mr. Kincade off as a husband for Portia, but he would no doubt acquire a mistress the moment he was in possession of Portia’s inheritance. As unpleasant as that thought was, it would serve Portia right for buying a man’s affections.

      Perhaps it was time for Lydia to appeal to her great-aunt to help her search for a husband. There must be a few pleasant gentlemen in England who wouldn’t mind a plain woman for a wife. She was quite certain that if her sister married Mr. Kincade, she could not live under the same roof as him for holidays. Not when she felt a dreadful and irresistible attraction to him.

      Yes, she would speak to Great-Aunt Cornelia this afternoon about suitable options for a husband. She needed to escape the tall, dark-haired Scotsman and any wicked dreams he gave her.
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      Brodie had only been home for half an hour when Rafe’s butler, Mr. Chase, informed him that he had a visitor.

      “A visitor?” Brodie stood in his bedchamber, tugging on his cuffs, while his valet, a young man named Alan, adjusted his coat at the shoulders. Unused to having a man dress him, Brodie was still adjusting to the close relationship between a man and his valet.

      After his older brother, Brock, had married Rafe’s sister, Joanna, she had brought a large income into the Kincade family and had insisted that Brodie and Aiden also benefit from the joyful union by having valets hired for them. Alan was quiet and pleasant enough . . . for an Englishman.

      “Yes, Mr. Kincade. He says his name is Mr. Jackson Hunt.” The butler passed Brodie an elegant calling card.

      “Hunt . . .” The name sounded familiar, but he couldn’t recall where he’d met the man. “I suppose I ought to see him.”

      “Very good, sir. I shall have him shown to the drawing room.”
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