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      Wallflower Thomasina Burke is all too happy to entertain Lord Taunton during an otherwise dull season, with a series of increasingly bold wagers to add some fun to the evenings.

      There’s no harm, and no likelihood of them making a firm attachment.

      Alas, a terrible accident catapults Taunton into new responsibilities - he’s now a duke, and way out of Thomasina’s league.

      But Taunton has other ideas about what it means to be a duke, and what it means to have courage. After all, love is worth raising the stakes.
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      There was an art to being the perfect wallflower. Just ask Thomasina Burke, this season’s willing (but never wilting) happily unmarried young woman.

      The reason for her reduced-but-welcome status was dancing only a few feet away. Catherine Burke, Thomasina’s younger sister was the one earning praise and admiring attention this year. Along with the veiled scrutiny that came with it. The scrutiny Thomasina no longer had to bear.

      Dare she believe it, being a wallflower was … liberating.

      However, Thomasina wasn’t at full liberty yet.

      Appearances still mattered, even if nobody would see her keeping to herself in the shadows.

      Appearances such as making sure she looked the part of a woman in the marriage mart. Therefore, her dark hair was curled in the latest mode and tied with green ribbon. Her dress, although not so modish, had several new ribbons tied in pretty bows across her décolletage. These were the same shade of green as the threads in her hair.

      Perfectly acceptable. No white or pale lemon for Thomasina. Those shades belonged to Catherine.

      Thomasina had promised her mother she would endure one last season, for Catherine’s sake, but she had not promised her mother she would find a husband. That would be taking things too far.

      Having been in this particular ballroom several times before, Thomasina knew the best places to remain inconspicuous.

      She stood beside a decorative table near the hall, where she could pretend to admire an enormous Grecian-style vase, filled with whatever flora remained green at this time of year. Spruce branches aplenty, along with holly and Rosemary.

      Standing in the shadows of the vase, she helped herself to the soft tip of the spruce. A quick pinch between her fingers, then she inhaled the outdoors scent.

      The outdoors was where she would much rather be. Rugged up against the cold, steam pouring from her nose, feet crunching on frosted grass. There was something so deliciously quiet in the outdoors at this time of year.

      A stark contrast to this ballroom filled with heated bodies and music.

      She would endure it, though.

      After this season, if she were not betrothed, mother would not pressure her any more. She would no longer be a drain on the family finances either, as father had agreed to allow her to remove to Brighton. That’s where a cousin had asked Thomasina to take on the role of governess to her growing brood.

      Sweeping the broken spruce needles off her hands, Thomasina noticed a hole forming on her laced glove. She tried loosening the stitching around the hole to cover the gap. It was too dark to see properly, so she stepped out of the shadows into the glow of the chandelier.

      She bumped directly into a stranger.

      “Please excuse me -” They both said at once.

      And then an, “I’m so sorry,” followed in unison.

      The stranger’s dark eyes, fanned with equally dark, inviting lashes, locked on to hers. His mouth quirked, then he made an elegant bow. “Dreadfully clumsy of me. I trust you are unhurt?”

      “Perfectly unharmed,” Thomasina confirmed, taking a step back from the heat radiating off him.

      Or perhaps it was her own body making that warmth?

      No. It couldn’t be the latter. She was too many seasons in, too jaded and wilted to believe any more in that kind of instant reaction from a chance encounter.

      A pause, then his mouth quirked. “As there is nobody to introduce us,” he bowed once more. The lock of mahogany curls at his temples covered one eye as he stood back again. “Gerard Taunton, at your service, Lady …?”

      “Burke,” Thomasina replied, then quickly corrected, “Miss Thomasina Burke.”

      Taunton merely quirked his mouth again in an unreadable way. Was this delight, or was he playing with her?

      How odd that they had not crossed paths before, considering Thomasina’s very many balls over so many years.

      The name Taunton found its place in her memory. “You are the younger brother of the Duke of Wolster?”

      “Alas, that is correct.”

      Why would he say ‘alas’? How odd. “Are you recently arrived in London, Lord Taunton?” She may be a humble Miss from the gentry, but she knew how to address the nobility.

      “Yes and no,” he gifted her with a smile and added. “The family came last year, when my brother took our late father’s seat in the House of Lords. I assisted him as much as possible. I found it all rather illuminating. Alas, it left me no time for pleasurable activities, so I am making up for that now.”

      “Will his grace be joining us?” Thomasina only wanted to avoid crossing paths with the elder brother. If her mother discovered a duke joining them for the season, she’d have a conniption from excitement.

      “Alas,” Gerard began. He used that word a lot. “He’s found his feet in parliament, and prefers to spend his time with the political set. I guess you could surmise I am filling his shoes. Ever the dutiful spare.”

      “One must do one’s duty,” she said in agreement.

      “Of course!” He delivered another smile her way.

      Her shoulders relaxed faster than if she’d been drinking wine. What a refreshingly odd conversation they were having, here on the edges of the ballroom. Not dancing, but not hiding. Not properly introduced, but breaking no rules as such.

      They’d skipped straight past awkward, artificial small talk of music and weather. (There were only so many ways to describe rain before she felt like screaming.) This was chatter best reserved for old friends, and yet they’d only just met.

      She quickly offered, “All the very best of luck with that endeavor. Ordinarily I would suggest introducing you to my sister, Miss Burke, who is a diamond of the first water. However, she has recently formed an attachment with Mr Reevesby, of the Chirnside Reevesbys.”

      Thomasina’s focus drifted over Taunton’s shoulder, so she could see Catherine.

      Taunton followed her direction and looked at the couple. Then he declared, “Your description is utterly justified.”

      A glowing exemplar of beauty and grace, Catherine was dancing in formation with her beau. Their gazes were locked, the epitome of love.

      Thomasina was happy for Catherine, truly. If only their birth order were reversed, there would be nothing preventing their marriage and she would not be enduring yet another fruitless season.

      “You are the eldest, though?” Lord Taunton said as he turned back to Thomasina.

      “That is correct. It is all rather Shakespearean; my parents cannot abide us marrying out of order. I suppose that makes me the family shrew, of sorts. This is my fif- no fourth season.” She corrected. “The last one didn’t count.”

      “You don’t strike me as a blushing young lady,” he said. “If I may confess, I saw you hiding behind the vase and thought it was an excellent place in which to observe proceedings. I deliberately ventured this way in order to meet you.”

      Had he now? Thomasina made a little smile of her own. “You are correct that I am not a blushing young lady. For one, I am far from young, and secondly I never blush.”

      His gaze locked on hers. “You never blush?”

      This man was such good fun. “Can't remember the last time. I'm far too jaded.”

      Without missing a beat, he declared, “Care to make a wager on that?”

      He held his hand out to shake hers.

      She accepted it, and said, “This will be an interesting way to pass the season.”

      He shook her hand, then kissed the air above her lace-covered knuckles. “Challenge accepted.”
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      Thomasina impatiently flicked her dance card across the tips of her fingers as she counted down the last few beats of the quadrille. The next dance would be a waltz. Her mind sharpened on the task ahead. There were delicate steps to follow. Of much higher importance; there was an innocent blue button to discover.

      That blue button was hidden somewhere about the person of the criminally handsome Lord Taunton.

      In the absence of his brother making an appearance this year, the tabbies of the ton had declared Taunton to be this season’s prize catch.

      Quite why a second son should be so esteemed puzzled Thomasina. If Catherine were not already pre-occupied with Reevesby, she would have steered Taunton her way. Their children would be utterly divine!

      Even Thomasina had not failed to notice how handsome he was. She may be a wallflower, but she was also very human!

      Everybody noticed how handsome Taunton was.

      And didn’t Lord Taunton know it!

      He also came with panache for miles. He could metaphorically charm the birds from the trees. But fortune? He had none.

      Yet here he was, dazzling the maidens and their Mammas in equal measure. Not a care in the world.

      Perhaps the ladies were hoping to lure his unmarried brother to a ball?

      Taunton had written his name against four dances with Thomasina tonight, the brazen cad.

      Any onlookers seeing them dancing so often together might think this exemplar of men and wilting wallflower were forming an
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