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            Prologue

         
         
            England, 1810

         

         Huddled beneath the barren branches of a hollow gray elm, Elodie Parrish stared down at the dirt staining her hand. She’d
            never been allowed to be dirty before. But, this time, her aunts had insisted.
         

         
         “Go on, Elodie, dear,” Aunt Maeve had said a short while ago, a single silver tear sliding down her careworn cheek and onto
            her black woolen shawl. “Take a handful and drop it in. No one will make a fuss, I promise.”
         

         
         Aunt Myrtle gave an encouraging nod, her black crepe dress rustling as she’d knelt down, and her eyes had looked like cornflowers
            floating in a puddle. “It’ll make you feel better to help him along his new journey.”
         

         
         Even though she was nearly full-grown at seven years old, Elodie didn’t understand why it was so important to give Papa back
            to the earth, or why she had to take part in it. She didn’t want him buried underground at all. He couldn’t breathe there.
            She wanted him back in his bed and propped on a mountain of pillows. Wanted him to pat the coverlet, calling her near to tell
            her stories in his quiet, raspy voice.
         

         
         Their neighbors and a few of the villagers—the ones who’d followed the procession of the black horses with feathered hats that pulled the velvet-draped coffin inside the glass carriage—had all looked at Elodie with expectation. She’d known they were waiting for her to do this one terrible thing before they could all go into the house and eat the funeral feast the cook was preparing. Though how anyone could eat at a time like this, she would never understand. 

         
         But she’d done as she was told. She’d promised Papa that she’d mind her aunts while he was away.

         
         Now, no matter how many times she wiped and scrubbed her palm against the itchy black dress the maid had buttoned her into,
            the filth remained. There were muddy tracks buried in the tiny creases and crevices of her flesh. They looked like rivers
            on one of Papa’s maps. And the grit beneath her fingernails tasted like raw potatoes.
         

         
         They’d put a ring on her finger, too. It was engraved on the underside with the words beloved father, gone but not forgotten. On the top it had a picture of clouds and Heaven’s archway with a bubble of glass over the top. The circle, rimmed in gold,
            reminded her of the sovereigns they’d put over Papa’s sleeping eyes. The aunts had told her it was to pay the ferryman so
            that he would have a peaceful crossing.
         

         
         But if he needed so much help leaving, then why couldn’t he have just stayed instead? And how could he breathe inside that
            box? After all, sometimes he went a long while without breathing. He’d always start back up again, after a few hunching coughs
            into his red-spotted handkerchief. How did they know that he wouldn’t do the same this time?
         

         
         The thought haunted her as she stared at the mound of glistening black dirt beside her father’s grave.

         
         A damp April breeze wafted up from the gaping hole, the smell bitter and brackish. It reminded her of the bloated worms that
            littered the garden path after a heavy rain, and of the black birds that would swoop down to gobble them up.
         

         
         She hated that smell.

         
         She tried to hold her breath. But it was no use. The scent of death was already inside her, deep in her lungs. Somehow, she
            knew it would always be there.
         

         
         “What’s all this carrying on about? You’re acting like someone’s died or something,” a boy said as he stole inside the open gate of her family’s graveyard. 

         
         Seeing that it was the dreadful neighbor, she quickly swiped at her cheeks.

         
         George was the bane of her existence. He was forever teasing her about wearing dresses and not being able to climb trees without
            showing everyone her drawers. Forever telling her that she was just a girl.
         

         
         “Why aren’t you inside with the others?” she asked, jerking a nod toward the sprawling brick house on the hill.

         
         “Oh, they’re all talking about old Boney again. And nothing interesting like preparing for battle or sending in the regiment.
            No,” he said with the same exhausted roll of his eyes that he often gave to her. “They’re only talking about his wedding—a
            marriage alliance, they call it—to that Austrian lady and the rammer-fications it’ll have for England. And it’s all so boring that I decided to walk home.”
         

         
         He bent down, a hank of straight brown hair falling over his brow as he snatched a rock from the ground. Tossing it in the
            air a few times, he caught it handily with a muffled slap into his fist. But he grew bored with this too and reared back to
            launch the stone in an arcing path over the wrought iron fence.
         

         
         “What’s a rammer-fication?” she asked, wondering if that was the reason he’d come to the graveyard instead of going back to his own house.
         

         
         “Everyone knows what a rammer-fication is,” he said with a mocking smirk. “It’s what happens when you do something bad and your tutor makes you write out sentences.
            It means that marriages are bad, too. And so are the little girls who like to play pretend and hold weddings in the garden
            and dress up their dolls like brides.”
         

         
         She hated the way he snickered at her. Hiking up her chin, she set her hands on her hips and said, “Weddings are romantic, not bad. You don’t know any better because you’re just a boy. Just an orphan boy.” 

         
         The instant his brown gaze flashed to hers, she wished she could take it back. She didn’t know why she always taunted him
            in return. It only inspired him to say the meanest things. He liked to tell her that her eyes were the yellow of tree sap
            or dead leaves in mud puddles, and that her hair was the color of fresh horse dung.
         

         
         She waited for him to say something horrible.

         
         “Well, you’re an orphan now, too,” he said, but his words weren’t spiteful. They were quiet and sad in a way that made her
            eyes sting and her throat tight. “That’s your mum over there, isn’t it?”
         

         
         Her gaze followed his gesture to the headstone beside her father’s yawning grave, where the name Elodie Parrish was chiseled into an arch of white marble. It was like having her own gravestone before ever having a chance to live.
         

         
         Already, she didn’t like being an orphan. She wanted to cry about it but, with her dreaded neighbor here, she couldn’t.

         
         Tears clogged her throat, gripping like nettles into her flesh as she swallowed, but she stubbornly held them back. Standing
            tall, she believed herself to be quite grown-up, indeed . . . until a stuttering breath shook her, making her sniffle wetly.
         

         
         She darted a hateful glance to George, daring him to laugh at her. If he did, she’d push him into that hole.

         
         But instead of teasing her, he surprised her by walking over and handing her his handkerchief. “Here. You should probably
            blow your nose or something.”
         

         
         “Thank you,” she said with a polite sniff and turned away. Then she gave the damp, dirt-smudged square of starched linen back
            to him.
         

         
         He crammed it into his pocket then stood beside her for a full minute before talking again. And there was something almost comforting about having him near. But she’d never tell him that.
         

         
         “So, why are you still in the graveyard?” he asked. “Are you waiting for something to happen?”

         
         She slid a wary glance his way, wondering how he could know such a thing. “What would make you say that?”

         
         “Dunno,” he said, his attention suddenly fixed on the moss underfoot. He scuffed the toe of his shoe against it, flipping
            it over to expose the wormlike tangle of milky roots beneath. “When my father died, I thought for sure he wasn’t inside the
            coffin. I mean, what man goes off on a little hunt and never comes back? Besides, they wouldn’t let me see him. And since
            he was always the kind to pop out from around corners for a scare and a laugh, I waited. Figured you were doing the same.”
         

         
         Again, he shrugged. But his shoulders seemed broader now, worldly even, fitting smartly into the seams of his coat. She blinked
            and stared at the bane of her existence as if seeing him for the first time.
         

         
         “I am waiting,” she admitted with whispered trust, “for Papa to cough. He often holds his breath forever but he always comes
            out of it.”
         

         
         To her surprise, George did not laugh at her. In fact, he appeared thoughtful as he stared toward the grave. “What’s his record?”

         
         “Well, a few days ago, it must have been a whole hour before he took a breath. I was holding mine the whole time, too, so
            I would know.”
         

         
         “Impressive.” He nodded, stepping around her toward the elm tree. Finding a foothold above the hollow, he continued to talk
            as he climbed like a brown-haired ape in a suit. “I held mine for two hours once. But I’m supposed to be better at things like that. I’m a marquess now, after all. And your father was only a
            baron.”
         

         
         Considering the level of confidence in his declaration, she believed him. The aunts often spoke with similar conviction when telling her that drinking every last drop of warm milk before bed would help her to sleep. It usually worked. 

         
         Except for early this morning when the terrible nightmare came.

         
         She’d pictured her father waking, all alone and unable to breathe. There wasn’t any air inside the dark silk-lined coffin.
            And no one could hear him shout or thunder his fists against the underside of the lid.
         

         
         She’d jolted awake, screaming and clawing at the bedcurtains. And when the aunts rushed into her chamber in their dressing
            gowns with ruffled caps askew, she’d begged them to let her kiss her father one last time, just to be sure.
         

         
         But it had been too late. The undertaker had already nailed the coffin shut.

         
         Even now, a shiver stole through her as the ghost of her dream lingered, but she did her best not to show it.

         
         A faint drizzle fell from the gloomy clouds overhead. Looking up, she shielded her eyes to find George straddling a large
            gray limb and scooting toward the narrow end.
         

         
         “What are you doing?” she asked, perplexed by his need to climb a tree at such a time. Boys were such odd creatures.

         
         “I’m looking down into the hole to see if the coffin is wobbling, of course. If it is, then I’d say he’s trying to get out.
            You listen for his cough and I’ll keep watch from here.”
         

         
         Elodie felt the slow upward curl of her lips, her misted cheeks lifting. Until this moment, she’d never realized how clever
            her neighbor was. “Be careful, George.”
         

         
         He flashed that teasing grin that she’d hated all her life . . . at least, up until now. “Worried about me, are you?”

         
         “No.”

         
         But they were both smiling when she said it, as if they’d formed an alliance. And Elodie, feeling very mature now, wondered
            what rammer-fications it might have if they did.
         

         
         The two of them held their vigil for some time. Hours and hours, at least. Or however long it was taking the grave diggers, who were waiting down the hill by their dray, to finish smoking their cheroots. 

         
         As time passed, the only sounds she heard were the creakings of the branch overhead and the hollow patter of icy rain against
            the cold earth and wood. But not a single cough.
         

         
         Doubt started to creep in. She hugged her arms tightly around her middle, trying to shield herself against it, but it took
            hold nonetheless.
         

         
         Her father wasn’t coming back, was he.

         
         “Being an orphan isn’t so bad,” George said from above as if her dismal thoughts had floated up to him. “You’ll still have
            servants to bring your tea.”
         

         
         “And I have my aunts.”

         
         “But they’re old. You can’t count on them being around much longer.”

         
         She nodded glumly. It was true. Aunt Maeve was forty-six and Aunt Myrtle was forty-two. Practically mummified.

         
         “And you’re just a girl,” he added as if that was the worst thing a person could be, “so you won’t inherit your house like
            I did mine. You’ll probably be sent away.”
         

         
         She looked vacantly to the brick house on the hill and thought of being taken away from everything and everyone she knew.
            To be all alone in the world, without anyone at all, would feel just like being trapped inside a coffin and buried underground,
            she was sure.
         

         
         A flood of hot tears filled the lower rims of her eyes, turning the world blurry and bleak. Her breath stuttered. Then the
            sob she’d been holding back all this time finally broke free.
         

         
         “Here now, have a care. I didn’t mean to make you cry,” he said, shimmying backward. “You won’t be alo—ohhh!”
         

         
         Without warning, the branch suddenly cracked. A terrible crunching followed. Then it snapped.

         
         Everything happened so fast. One minute George was in the tree and the next he was falling in a tumble of splinters, arms and legs. He hit one branch after another, landing so hard against the ground that she felt the quake through the soles of her shoes. 

         
         Elodie rushed to him and collapsed to her knees. His body was stiff, eyes startled wide. Beneath her hand, his chest shuddered
            up and down, but he wasn’t breathing. His mouth gaped open on a scream, but no sound came forth.
         

         
         It was just like her nightmare.

         
         Bending over him, she smoothed the hair from his forehead, his skin pale and pasty. She wasn’t sure why she pressed her lips
            to his brow and cheek and then to his nose and chin, but she couldn’t seem to stop.
         

         
         She spoke in frantic whispers. “Please, George, please. Take a breath. I can’t lose you, too. It wouldn’t be fair when I don’t
            hate you anymore. Talk to me. Say something. Tease me. Anything. Just please—”
         

         
         All at once, he dragged in a hard, wheezing gust of air that sounded like chair legs screeching across the floor. Then his
            arms wrapped around her, clenching fistfuls of her awful dress as he pulled her close.
         

         
         Squeezed tightly to him, she could feel his chest shudder. Hear the breath whoosh inside the column of his throat.

         
         Elodie clung to him in return. A fresh wash of tears fell down her muddied cheeks. And, for reasons beyond her understanding,
            they both started to laugh.
         

         
         Soon the somber cemetery was filled with hearty belly laughs and bright, pealing giggles that bounced off the headstones of
            her ancestors. But she didn’t think they would mind under the circumstances. It wasn’t often a person escaped the clutches
            of Death in such a place, she was sure.
         

         
         Eventually, she sat up and looked down at him, smiling. “I saved your life.”

         
         “Thanks,” he said with a crooked grin, reaching up to brush the tears away from her cheeks with the cuff of his sleeve. “You’re stuck with me now, I guess. I’ll always be around to pester you. And if someone threatens to send you away . . . well . . . I’ll just marry you and keep you with me. We’ll have a marriage alliance between houses.” 

         
         “What if I shouldn’t want to marry you? You are terribly reckless, after all, climbing trees and such.”

         
         “Oh, you’ll marry me, Ellie. Just wait and see.” As if to ensure it, George rose up on his elbows and pressed his lips to
            hers.
         

         
         The kiss was brief, wet and startling. She hardly knew what to make of it.

         
         Before she could figure it out, he bolted through the open gate and ran toward home.

         
         Dazedly, her fingertips came up to trace the tender skin of her lips. They were still damp. The realization made her heart
            squish warmly inside her chest. She suddenly knew that, with George, she’d never have to worry about being an orphan and all
            alone. He was her neighbor, so he’d always be there for her. And as she watched him disappear beyond the hill, she already
            began to wonder how long she’d have to wait to become his wife.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 1

         
         
            Spring, 1828

         

         
            “Patience is a debutante’s greatest asset . . . even if it should kill her.”

            —A note for The Marriage Habits of the Native Aristocrat

         

         Elodie Parrish was still waiting for George to propose.

         
         Meanwhile, betrothals were descending on the Baxtons’ garden party like cannon fire.

         
         The first hit a debutante in an explosion of giggles as her gentleman sank on bended knee by the roses. The second young woman
            was lost in a sudden onslaught of tearful happiness, her parasol toppling to the base of a bronze sundial as she fervently
            nodded to her genuflecting beau. A third was struck near the fountain, swooning into the arms of her beloved.
         

         
         And Ellie interrupted every one of them.

         
         She hadn’t meant to, of course. She’d been searching for George, who’d promised to attend the tea with her and her aunts.
            But he was late, as usual.
         

         
         Being a romantic at heart, however, she hadn’t been able to deny the impulse to loiter long enough to hear the passionate
            declarations from the would-be grooms.
         

         
         The first couple caught her sighing beside the arbor.

         
         The second sent glares as she tsked in disappointment. But, really, he could have tried harder.

         
         And the third, well, she couldn’t resist clapping and saying, “Bravo! Best of the day! I almost wish I were marrying you.”
         

         
         Since his affianced had fainted into his arms, the comment was likely inappropriate. This assumption was quickly confirmed
            when the bride-to-be lifted her head and scowled over his shoulder.
         

         
         Ellie felt the pink flush of embarrassment creep to her cheeks. “Not that I would, of course. I already have a gentleman of
            my own. Or, at least, I will have. And, I daresay, his speech will be just as pretty or even—”
         

         
         The young woman sighed loudly, eyes flaring.

         
         Ellie took the hint and disappeared between a pair of spiral topiaries. Besides, she had no time to dawdle, she needed to
            return to the house posthaste while these proposals were still fresh in her mind. They were wonderful bits of research for
            the book that she and her friends were writing on the marriage habits of the native aristocrat. And while Winnie and Jane
            had done their fair share of studying scoundrels, it was up to Ellie to write about marriage-minded gentlemen.
         

         
         The only problem was, she wasn’t an authority on the subject. At all. Otherwise, she’d be married already.

         
         Nevertheless, she was determined to finish her portion of the book this Season, and the sooner the better. After all, both
            Winnie and Jane had found wedded bliss by the time they’d finished their research. And Ellie had every belief that it would
            be the same for her.
         

         
         Encouraged by the thought, she hurried, practically skating in her slippers along the path toward the tall hedgerow that bordered
            the garden. As she reached the intersection marked by a pair of arrow-wielding cherub statues, she lifted her face, offering
            them a hopeful smile and a wish in passing. Then she turned and—Oof!

         
         She came to a sudden, bone-jarring halt.

         
         Of the countless ways Ellie had imagined she would die—fever, lingering illness, run down by a wayward stagecoach, unexpected avalanche of books at the Temple of the Muses, just to name a few—a full-body collision with a gentleman in the Baxtons’ garden wasn’t one of them. She wasn’t at all prepared. 

         
         She felt her heart stop and her lungs shrivel. The force even knocked the soul completely from her body. It hovered above
            her, suspended and weightless, no longer attached to this earthly plane.
         

         
         This was it, she thought, the untimely end of her unremarkable life.

         
         It seemed rather unfair to arrive at Death’s door so soon, and so dreadfully unmarried. But it was happening, nonetheless.
            There was nothing she could have done to stop it. So she bid a fleeting adieu to her loving aunts, her supportive friends,
            and especially to—
         

         
         “Bloody hell,” she heard muttered with vehemence. Hardly the chorus of angels one expected at a mournful time like this.
         

         
         Then Ellie felt the grip of hands on her hips. The firm pressure of thighs and torso against her own. The sturdy cage of arms
            anchoring her. And the hot drift of breath against her cheek.
         

         
         At once, her soul plunged back into her body. Her feet found terra firma. Her lungs drew in a new breath, filled with the
            appealing aromas of spring air, warm cedar, and starched linen. There was another scent as well, some unidentifiable and enthralling
            spice that compelled her to lean forward and take a deeper breath.
         

         
         But then the gentleman released her. Too quickly, in fact. She wobbled on her feet. Reflexively, her hand latched onto the
            nearest solid object—him—or rather, his firm forearm, which she may or may not have squeezed to affirm her findings.
         

         
         Jolted by the near-death experience and somewhat giddy, she blinked down at the brushed gray broadcloth beneath the grip of her ivory kid glove. Her gaze shifted to the cashmere waistcoat where she saw a loose thread that needed trimming. Distracted, she gave her head a shake to clear out the cobwebs and felt the staggered slip of her straw hat, listing toward the left side of her head. 

         
         “My apologies, sir. I did not see you there.” With her unoccupied hand, she groped for her hat before it fell, all the while
            knowing that chivalry would demand that he take full blame for the practically fatal event, as any true gentleman would. “To
            be sure, I’m not usually so nearsighted, or . . . ungainly, or . . .”
         

         
         She faltered. Why wasn’t he interrupting her?

         
         Ellie lifted her gaze to the starched cravat and stiff collar points, to the chiseled jawline and the shallow cleft in his
            chin, to the uncompromising mouth and aquiline nose, and finally to the shadowed ashy gray—no, mossy green—eyes beneath the broad brim of his hat.
         

         
         A frisson of recognition darted all the way to her toes.

         
         Even though they had never been formally introduced, there wasn’t a woman in society who didn’t know of London’s most elusive bachelor, the Marquess of Hullworth. And from this close proximity, he was even more handsome than rumors credited him.
         

         
         He wasn’t as handsome as George, of course, her conscience prodded. No man was.

         
         And yet, this man exuded a certain aura of self-assured masculinity that would be undeniably attractive to most women. Just
            not to her.
         

         
         “My arm, if you please, ma’am,” he said, accusation etched in his cool articulation. His jaw was already tight with patent
            exasperation as he flicked an impatient glance down to her hand. “That is, if you find yourself steady enough to stand on
            your own.”
         

         
         She barely lifted her hand before he took an immediate step back. He tugged sharply on the cuff of his sleeve, then on the hem of his trim waistcoat as if attempting to erase the encounter completely. 

         
         Ellie tried not to take offense. Though, to her, he was quite determined to give it. He acted as though she’d committed a
            crime upon his person. Attempted wrinkling—punishable by public flogging.
         

         
         Nevertheless, she hadn’t been looking where she was going, nearly killing them both in the process. Such an event could put
            anyone in a less than ideal temper. And, perhaps, the elusive bachelor simply hadn’t had an opportunity to exhibit his renowned
            gallantry. Therefore, she decided that a little leniency was necessary for the moment.
         

         
         Spying a familiar square of embroidered lace on the grass, she found the perfect means for the marquess to improve her opinion
            of him.
         

         
         “Oh, dear. I seem to have dropped my handkerchief,” she said with a polite smile, raising her offending hand to reset her hatpins.
         

         
         He gave the fallen object no more than a cursory glance and said, “So you have.”

         
         Then, the rudest fellow on the face of the earth tipped his hat and stalked off.

         
         Of all the unchivalrous nerve!

         
         Bending down, Ellie swiped at her handkerchief, only to sully her fingertips in the process. Splendid, she thought crossly. Now she would need to restore her soiled glove before tea was served.
         

         
         After sending a much-deserved glare to the retreating figure, she stalked off in the opposite direction. As far as she was
            concerned, she never wanted to see that ill-mannered, overbearing, odious man ever again.
         

         
         By the time she reached the terrace doors of Lord and Lady Baxton’s grand house, her aunts were nowhere to be found. Though if she had to guess, they were likely lingering somewhere near the kitchens and bribing a scullery maid. 

         
         No one amongst the ton knew it, but Aunt Maeve and Aunt Myrtle were thieves. Wherever they went, they stole recipes from everyone else’s cooks.
            They’d done this for the past three years. And at home on Upper Wimpole Street, there were drawers upon drawers brimming with
            pages of their ill-gotten gains.
         

         
         Ellie had asked them what purpose it served on several occasions. In response, she’d only received shrugs and blank looks
            of innocence, leaving her to presume that her eccentric aunts had become squirrels in their dotage.
         

         
         Choosing to seek them out later, she found her way upstairs to the retiring room. As she drew near, the white-glazed door
            flew open and a dour-faced Lady Doyle barreled forth with a huff, heaving displeasure from her rather imposing bosom.
         

         
         “Eugenia,” the lady barked, “we shall not waste another instant inside repairing our hats while Lord Hullworth is outside and on the loose. Why, he is likely being pursued and charmed by our hostess and her simpering twit of a daughter as
            we speak!”
         

         
         “Yes, Mother,” a young woman of similar bearing said, marching closely behind. She rolled her eyes and issued a haughty toss
            of her coiffed blond ringlets.
         

         
         “Mark my words, you will be a marchioness by Season’s end,” the lady said resolutely, both chins raised. She sniffed in Ellie’s direction by way of
            greeting, then cast a disparaging glance over her shoulder. “Dash it all, where is that useless maid?”
         

         
         “Coming, ma’am,” a harried mop-capped girl said as she rushed behind, her arms overladen with a shawl, two straw bonnets and
            a plethora of ostrich plumes. In her haste, she lost half of her burden along the way.
         

         
         Sympathetic to her plight, Ellie picked up the fallen bonnet and handed it to her. “Here you are, dear. I quite like what you’ve done with this one. The ribbon is in a lovely Gordian braid that’s difficult to master.” 

         
         The maid’s cheeks lifted, a mouthful of pins clamped between her grinning lips. Before she hurried off, she bobbed a curtsy
            and mumbled a happy, “Fank you, ma’am.”
         

         
         In Ellie’s opinion, no one deserved to suffer obnoxious fools during one’s all too short existence. Unfortunately, insufferable
            people were everywhere. Case in point—Lord Hullworth in the garden. As far as she was concerned, he deserved a mother-in-law
            like Lady Doyle.
         

         
         Stepping through the door, both she and her temper found the airy retiring chamber blessedly vacant. The pale azure-painted
            walls and the breeze drifting in through diaphanous ivory drapes provided her a moment’s peace to put the garden collision
            far from her mind. Even so, she found herself muttering “hateful man” under her breath as she proceeded toward the washstand
            in the corner.
         

         
         Fortunately for Ellie, the Baxtons spared no expense on their soap. They had an oval bar of Pear’s in a ridged porcelain dish,
            which proved more effective than a more caustic paste in a jar would have done.
         

         
         Satisfied with her scrubbing, she stripped off her dampened gloves and laid them near the windowsill to dry. But then she
            cast a disparaging glance at her bare hands and sighed in dismay.
         

         
         Oh, they were fine enough as far as hands went, both pale and smooth with manicured fingernails. And yet, there was a glaring
            flaw on the left one.
         

         
         It was still ringless.

         
         This circumstance might have been a mere trifling matter if she were, in fact, the twenty-three-year-old debutante the ton believed her to be. Only the aunts knew her secret—that she was approaching spinsterhood at the alarming rate of a velocipede
            careening down a steep hill.
         

         
         As of today, she’d passed a quarter century without a gold band on her wedding finger. Nine thousand one hundred and six unmarried days, to be exact. 

         
         Twenty-five pathetic years.

         
         An impatient breath left her as she reached up to take the pins from her bonnet and set it aside. As far as she was concerned,
            her research couldn’t be finished soon enough. She needed all the insight she could garner to finally get George to propose.
         

         
         One glance at the disheveled slattern in the looking glass and she gave Lord Hullworth more of her ire. High-handed popinjay. She huffed. Here she was, repairing her coiffure when George might very well have been in the garden waiting for her. Turning
            her head, she stabbed her tortoiseshell comb into the twisted configuration of her ebony curls. But when she caught sight
            of a faint shimmer of something silver, she went stock-still.
         

         
         Was that a . . . a . . . gray hair?
         

         
         She gasped in utter mortification. It was official—she was ancient. A foot in the grave. A single stitch away from a burial
            shroud.
         

         
         George would never marry her if he saw this. The Marquess of Nethersole would require an heir from his bride. One look at the gray-haired hag she’d suddenly become and
            all he would think she could offer would be a knitted shawl.
         

         
         Ellie had to do something, and quickly.

         
         She wanted to yank out the offender but her aunts were forever saying that, whenever they plucked one gray hair, four more
            sprouted up in its place. One was bad enough, but four? She might as well start walking with a cane and flirting with octogenarians.
         

         
         Her gaze darted around for a way to conceal her shame. A pot of ink, perhaps? Just a little brush of black in the right place would allow her to return to the party as if nothing were amiss. As if she weren’t as old as Methuselah. A veritable crypt-keeper. 

         
         But there was no writing desk in this room and no ink. Drat!

         
         Distractedly, she reached for her bonnet only to realize it had slipped from the arm of the chaise longue and fallen against
            the wall. Crouching down to retrieve it, she heard the chamber door open, then close, on the far side of the room.
         

         
         “If I hear the happy news of one more betrothal, I’m going to scream,” a feminine voice muttered, her statement punctuated
            by an exasperated growl and the stomp of a soft-soled slipper.
         

         
         Even in her agitated state, Ellie smiled to herself. Apparently, she wasn’t the only one a bit tired of everyone else getting married.
         

         
         She delicately cleared her throat to make her presence known, then stood and arranged the broad-brimmed straw to keep the
            unsightly, hoary coil hidden from view. It was safer that way. For all she knew, it held Medusa-like properties and gazing
            upon it could turn one’s person—and one’s marital hopes—to stone.
         

         
         “Oh! I beg your pardon,” the young woman said, her uncommonly clear blue eyes widening behind a frame of black lashes. “I
            didn’t realize anyone else was in here. The maid told me she would return to mend my dress as soon as she finished her task
            with Lady Doyle.”
         

         
         Ellie flitted her fingers in a gesture of little consequence and set her hatpins. “Think nothing of it.”

         
         The young woman nodded. She tugged smartly on the ribbon of her bonnet, lifting it to reveal spills of inky hair a shade darker
            than Ellie’s. It was so black it had the bluish tinge of a raven’s wing. She was lovely, too, her skin unblemished by either
            sunlight or age. She couldn’t have been more than twenty years old, at most.
         

         
         Ellie sighed inwardly, remembering those youthful days long past. Before the gray hair.

         
         The young woman turned to set her hat and gloves on a satinwood demilune table. The motion revealed a large rip in her cerulean-dyed
            muslin. A commiserating gasp left Ellie.
         

         
         The young woman nodded, twisting to look over her shoulder. “Dreadful, isn’t it? I fear it’s ruined and I’ll have to endure
            my brother’s questions and disappointed glowers for days to come when I tell him how it happened.”
         

         
         “Well, I know little of brothers, but enough about needlework to know that the maid will likely not be able to mend this properly.
            At least, not without calling attention to the stitches in such a delicately woven muslin,” Ellie said with the experience
            gained from a lifetime of sewing alongside her aunts. “Of course, she could attempt to darn it if she has this particular
            shade of blue in her sewing box. Here, allow me to check.”
         

         
         Crossing to the tufted stool in the corner, she retrieved the basket beneath it. Upon opening the hinged lid, however, she
            saw the contents were as she suspected.
         

         
         Peering inside, the young woman shook her head. “This is my punishment, I suppose, for setting the wolves on Brandon. I just
            wanted to elude his overprotective gaze for a moment. How was I to know that my escape would nearly have me interrupting not
            one but two proposals? Which, consequently, is how I ended up in a battle of thorns beneath the rose arbor. I was trying to sneak away
            without disturbing the turtledoves.”
         

         
         They must have been within a few paces of each other, Ellie thought with amusement. “Then it is fortunate you were not near
            the third by the fountain, or else you might have come in here decidedly wet from head to toe.”
         

         
         “Three betrothals at one party?”
         

         
         “There appears to be an epidemic,” she said with a grave nod. “However, on the bright side, I believe I can assist you. I’ve been told that I’m rather nimble with needle and thread, especially during times of dire circumstances.” 

         
         “Then you are an angel!”

         
         “Well, before you say that, I should tell you”—Ellie hemmed, eyeing a length of red ribbon from the box—“in order to mend
            such a sizeable tear, we will need to be rather unconventional.”
         

         
         “I despise convention.” The young woman flashed a grin. Then she held out her hand. “I know this isn’t done but I feel as
            though we should introduce ourselves. I’m Margaret Stredwick, but please call me Meg.”
         

         
         “Very well, Meg. I am Elodie Parrish, Ellie to you.”
         

         
         They shook once, firmly as if embarking on a business venture. And the fix would require a bit of daring on both their parts.
            Nevertheless, she had the utmost confidence that it was the right decision.
         

         
         “I don’t suppose”—Meg hesitated abashedly—“there’s any point in pretending that I didn’t say such a horrible thing when I
            first entered the room. By the by, you’re not one of the contented brides-to-be, are you? I should hate to have insulted you.”
         

         
         A breeze blew in through the open window, lifting hair from Ellie’s nape. In that instant, she was reminded of her speeding
            course toward spinsterhood.
         

         
         “Fear not, I am one of the un-betrothed.” As ever, she added silently as she made herself comfortable on the stool to begin the repair. After threading the needle, she began
            with a quick slip stitch to hold everything in place and spoke conversationally. “Truth be told, the man I’ve set my cap for
            is not even here today.”
         

         
         “Ah,” Meg said thoughtfully. “Then you cannot be one of the hopefuls vying for Lord Hullworth’s hand.”

         
         A huff of indignation escaped her. “No, indeed. I do not find him agreeable in the least. Though I’ve not met him formally, he seems a rather cross, unmannerly and vain fellow. At parties he is ever surrounded by his adoring followers. A veritable King Goose among his gaggle.” 

         
         Meg laughed brightly. “Surely, you mean Marquess Goose instead. My brother is not a king, no matter what he thinks of himself.”
         

         
         “Your broth—” Ellie pricked the tip of her finger. She instantly put it to her lips as a rush of heat rose to her cheeks. “I’ve stepped
            in it, haven’t I? Please know, I meant no offense.”
         

         
         “No offense directed at me, you mean. Oh, don’t be embarrassed. It’s rather delightful to meet someone who hasn’t set her cap for him.”
            Her laughter ended on a sigh. “Almost every debutante to befriend me has had an ulterior motive to get closer to Brandon,
            including the two newly betrothed young women I nearly interrupted today. I suppose I was a ninny to have believed otherwise.”
         

         
         Ellie felt an instant pang of sadness and irritation on behalf of this young woman. She couldn’t imagine entering a London
            Season without having any friends to rely upon. As for herself, she’d been fortunate in that regard, having met Jane, Winnie
            and Prue at finishing school eons ago.
         

         
         “Nonsense,” she said to Meg. “Everyone deserves a friendship founded on trust. And I would be honored to be yours, if you
            would have me after I’ve made such a cake of myself.”
         

         
         “Unfettered honesty—especially at my brother’s expense—is at the very top of my list of requirements.”

         
         “Well . . . you may wish to delay your decision until after you’ve seen what I’ve done to your dress.”

         
         Meg peered over her shoulder. “Just how unconventional is the repair?”

         
         “Terribly,” Ellie said with mock severity. “How do you feel about dragons?”

         
         Meg giggled. “I can honestly say that this is the most fun I’ve had all Season.”

         
         “Surely not. I imagine you’ve had scads of gentlemen callers.”

         
         Her slender shoulders lifted in a graceful shrug. “I suppose. Dancing with them is quite thrilling, but they are all fusty
            conversationalists. My brother seems determined to introduce me only to the dullest, most insipid men, the majority of whom
            speak to me with marked condescension as if I have no brain of my own.” She sighed. “Just once I want a man to look at me
            with unquenchable desire. Surely, that isn’t too much to ask, is it?”
         

         
         “No, indeed. Every woman deserves a man who gazes upon her with such passion that she can feel the heat of it from across
            the room.” Ellie spoke the words with such conviction, one might imagine she were an authority on the subject. But the truth
            was she hadn’t even been kissed since her twentieth birthday. Five years ago—and one fewer gray hair—to the day.
         

         
         “Precisely,” Meg agreed. “The only problem is, Brandon believes that no man who would look at me in that manner could have
            honorable intentions.”
         

         
         “No man? That is quite untrusting of his own sex.”
         

         
         “Indeed. He is a veritable sentry. If a gentleman so much as smiles in my direction, he is there to act as a blockade. Is
            it any wonder I try so hard to elude him at parties?”
         

         
         Ellie turned thoughtful as she finished the last stitches. Perhaps the Lord Hullworth she’d encountered in the garden had
            been the overprotective elder brother, distracted by concern for his sister, and not the gallant gentleman the ton professed him to be?
         

         
         Even so, he was still rude. And now she understood him to be a curmudgeon, too, stealing the enjoyment of the Season from
            her new friend.
         

         
         “I wish you did not have to endure such restrictions,” Ellie added with sympathy. “It is a great pity that my friends and
            I have not yet completed the book we’re writing. The Marriage Habits of the Native Aristocrat will be a guide to aid debutantes in determining the differences between gentlemen and scoundrels.”
         

         
         The inspiration had come to Ellie, Jane and Winnie when their dear friend, Prudence Thorogood, had been exiled from London
            after being caught in a compromising situation in the gardens at Sutherfield Terrace. She’d been away for a year now and Ellie
            missed her terribly.
         

         
         “That is the cleverest idea I’ve ever heard. It would not only educate young women but their stuffy chaperones as well.” Meg
            smiled broadly. “All I ask is that you finish this book without delay so that I can shove it beneath Brandon’s nose.”
         

         
         Ellie laughed as she reached into the box for a small white button. “I should like nothing more. However, I must confess that
            my research into the actions of the marriage-minded man has been rather . . . limited. After all, if I understood their mindset,
            I’d likely be married already.”
         

         
         “As selfish as it may sound, I am glad you are still unwed because you are here with me. I’ve so enjoyed our meeting.”

         
         “As have I.” It was a rarity, indeed, when making an acquaintance felt more like meeting a long-lost friend. That hadn’t happened
            since she’d met Jane, Winnie and Prue. And with the absence of so many dear friends, Ellie did not take the kindred feeling
            for granted. “Well, just one more stitch now . . . and there. Finished.”
         

         
         Closing the lid, Ellie stood and dusted her hands together.

         
         Meg dashed toward the standing mirror in the corner and twisted to look over her shoulder. Then she gasped. Her gloved hand
            flew to her mouth, her clear blue eyes glistening with unshed tears.
         

         
         Ellie’s heart was in her throat. She’d clearly made a serious error. “Oh, Meg, please forgive me. I’ve overstepped and I—”

         
         “It’s perfect!” Meg exclaimed, clapping happily as she twirled in front of the mirror. “A bright red kite on a sky-blue dress, and it even has a tail of lace and a little button.” 

         
         Ellie’s shoulders sagged in relief and she swallowed down her worry. “I’m so glad you like it.”

         
         “I love it! And, for once, I don’t think anyone will be paying attention to my brother.” With a little hop, she enfolded Ellie
            in a brief, exuberant embrace. “I don’t know how to thank you. Oh, and you must let me introduce you to Brandon. I know I’ve
            said some terrible things about him, but he is actually a wonderful brother. And I know he has my best interests at heart—just
            don’t tell him I said that.”
         

         
         “If you like,” Ellie said, wary at the thought of meeting Lord Hullworth. Again. “However, there is no need to introduce us.
            Truly. In fact, I should be perfectly content without any further discourse between us whatsoever.”
         

         
         But Meg paid no attention to the small protest. Her enthusiasm could not be contained and she tugged Ellie out of the retiring
            room without delay.
         

         
         And, for a short time, the dreaded gray hair was completely forgotten . . . at least until she met Lord Hullworth.

         
         London’s most elusive bachelor, though he may be, he was also arrogant, suspicious and determined to make her feel every day
            of her twenty-five years.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         
            “A true gentleman will never make note of a flaw on a lady’s person. If he should commit such a heinous crime, then the unmannerly
               beast is better off forgotten.”
            

            —A note for The Marriage Habits of the Native Aristocrat

         

         Brandon didn’t know who had first saddled him with the moniker of London’s most elusive bachelor, but he’d like to strangle that person.
         

         
         For two years, he hadn’t had a moment’s peace. What he did have, however, was a list of all the cunning tricks that women
            liked to use to bait would-be grooms to the altar.
         

         
         Some preferred simple methods: come-hither smiles, batting eyelashes, and tittering laughs at his most banal utterances. Others
            were more direct by dropping articles of clothing at his feet: handkerchiefs, gloves, shawls, and even garter ribbons. Some
            boldly touched him, proclaiming innocence. Dear me! I beg your pardon. Is this your shoulder/arm/hand/thigh?

         
         There were those who feigned injuries. He couldn’t count the number of times he’d driven Meg through the park only to have
            a woman hail him from the path, claiming an injured limb and begging him to drive her home.
         

         
         And there were even those who popped out of nowhere to ensure a collision. This was usually followed by a witness to the event who would hint at having seen a clandestine embrace, attempting entrapment. 

         
         Thankfully, keeping his own reputation above reproach had saved him from the nuptial noose five times over by such ploys.
            Or rather, five and a half if he counted his clash with Miss I did not see you there a few moments ago.
         

         
         She’d nearly bowled him over.

         
         He’d caught her reflexively, fully intending to release her at once. But the impact had forced the air from his lungs. So
            he’d drawn in a necessary breath, never suspecting that the sudden immersion into a fragrant cloud—fresh and sweet like clover
            bathed in midnight dew—would leave him rattled.
         

         
         That was the only way to explain why he’d held her for too long. Why his gaze had drifted, transfixed, to the suffusion of
            pink watercolor rising to the flawless porcelain canvas of her cheeks. And why a strange sort of restless impatience filled
            him as he’d waited for her to meet his gaze.
         

         
         It had seemed to take forever. He should have been looking for her presumed cohort hiding behind the hedgerow or a topiary.
            Instead, his sole focus had been on those lashes. The fringe was so dark and sooty that he imagined one brush with the pad
            of his thumb would leave a permanent stain. Then they lifted to reveal a pair of almond-shaped eyes, the amber color pure
            and clear like cognac in the firelight. And heat pooled in his gut as if he’d drunk a whole snifter of that libation in one
            swallow.
         

         
         Clearly, the collision had addled his wits.

         
         He’d nearly forgotten that it was all just another ruse. A snare. Another woman who thought that marriage was merely a game.
            But then he saw the alert blink of recognition in her eyes, her lips tilting in a practiced smile as she’d offered an all
            too familiar excuse.
         

         
         My apologies, sir. I did not see you there . . .

         
         A swift flood of irritation had brought him back to his senses. She was just like all the other husband hunters, cunning and manipulative. Never to be trusted. 

         
         At four-and-thirty, he was certainly no longer the callow youth he’d once been. No longer the man who’d so easily fallen for
            deceptions and machinations. So it cost him nothing to dismiss the deceiver. Before she could spring her clever trap, he’d
            turned on his heel and resumed his search for Meg.
         

         
         His young sister was the only reason he endured the Season at all. To his way of thinking, in order for her to gain the proper
            understanding of the type of man she wanted to marry, then she had to be introduced to a number of them. And if attending
            balls and parties kept her from suffering any regret over her choice of spouse, then he would bear the agony of a thousand
            London Seasons.
         

         
         Though, clearly, the affection between siblings was one-sided. Meg had been only too happy to leave him in the company of
            wolves a short while ago, skirting merrily away when a legion of rapacious mamas and their coquettish daughters had cornered
            him—quite literally against a column—on the terrace. A cacophony of invitations followed, along with list upon list of feminine
            accomplishments.
         

         
         If it hadn’t been for an exhausted bumblebee landing upon Lady Doyle’s bonnet and the subsequent limb-flailing hysteria that
            followed, he might never have escaped. Though, little good it had done him to break free, only to head into the garden with
            Miss I did not see you there lying in wait.
         

         
         The encounter still rankled him. Why hadn’t he shrugged this one off like all the others?

         
         Perhaps, the simple explanation was that he was tired of it all. Exhausted from exhibiting every ounce of gentlemanly decorum
            to women who merely saw him as London’s most elusive bachelor. Yes, that must be the reason, he decided.
         

         
         Thankfully, this afternoon would be over soon.

         
         A short while ago, he’d caught a glimpse of his sister hurrying through the terrace doors. Since gentlemen were disobliged to enter the corridor designated for the female guests, he waited in a gold chintz antechamber off the main hall, concealed from direct view while keeping a close eye on the staircase. 

         
         Outside, tea was being served on the lawn. Dozens of linen-draped tables waited beneath striped canopies as the melodies of
            a string quartet drifted in through the open French doors on the late spring breeze.
         

         
         Inside, his attention briefly veered to a pair of older women emerging from belowstairs. They passed by his alcove but were
            too absorbed in conversing over scraps of paper to notice him. Once they reached the doors, they exchanged quick, furtive
            glances around before stuffing those folded missives down their bodices and then snickering to each other like a pair of criminals.
         

         
         Peculiar, he thought as he watched them steal out toward the lawn.
         

         
         Hearing Meg’s laugh, however, he quickly forgot them and turned his gaze toward the staircase. She was talking animatedly
            to someone not in his field of vision, her gloved hands moving in excited gestures, as was her habit. The instant she saw
            him, her eyes brightened with mischief. She gave a jaunty salute as if declaring herself the victor in her game of escape-the-chaperone.
         

         
         “There you are, Brandon. I’d wondered where you’d gone,” Meg teased with a cheerful grin.

         
         No matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t be cross with her. So, he smiled with wry fondness in response. But his amusement
            abruptly faded the instant he saw her companion.
         

         
         It was her, the amber-eyed viper from the garden. Apparently, the cunning debutante had moved on to other tactics.
         

         
         Of all the ploys for his attention, the worst was any attempt to befriend his sister under false pretenses. Meg’s heart had been broken by too many would-be acquaintances. It made his blood boil to think of her suffering over someone’s scheme again. 

         
         Though it took effort, he subdued the anger rising beneath a polite mask. “Thought I’d take a turn about the garden. You know
            how much I enjoy these parties.”
         

         
         “Sarcasm hardly makes for a good introduction to my new friend.” Meg tutted in mock reproof.

         
         He flicked a glance to the supposed friend and said, tightly, “We’ve met.”

         
         “But not formally. At least, that’s what Ellie says.”

         
         “Oh?” His gaze shifted to those cognac eyes, heat roiling in his gut. “And what else does Ellie say?”
         

         
         Meg sidled up to him, grinning. “As to that, I refuse to betray her confidence. However, there is a chance that you did not
            leave her with a very good impression of you.”
         

         
         Her companion’s eyes went round as saucers and her cheeks paled. “Meg, I—”

         
         “Oh, don’t worry. Brandon is relieved by this. Are you not, brother? You see, he’s positively hounded wherever we go. At least,
            with you, he can have a respite. And that is why I am determined we shall all be the best of friends,” she said, reaching
            out to take the other woman’s hand to tug her closer. “Brandon, I should very much like to introduce you to Miss Elodie Parrish.
            And Ellie, this is my often-smothering but usually quite amenable but ancient brother, Brandon Stredwick, the Marquess of Hullworth.”
         

         
         The interloper dipped into a curtsy, her cheeks abruptly saturating with the color of guilt and deception. “My lord.”

         
         “Miss Parrish.” He bowed stiffly, then proffered his arm to Meg. “We shouldn’t wish to keep you any longer.”

         
         “Brother, that is rather abrupt. I thought we might tour the garden in companionable conversation.”

         
         “Tea has already been served. Our table awaits. If Miss Parrish likes, we could escort her to her own. I’m sure there are those among her party looking for her. A chaperone, perhaps, or even”—he paused to scrutinize her critically—“a charge. Are you governess of one of the young debutantes in attendance?” 

         
         She stiffened on a blink, then speared him with a look of such contempt that he knew, at once, he’d insulted her. It was ingrained
            in him to make amends. After all, his father had been an impeccable example of how a gentleman ought to behave. And yet, Brandon
            did not apologize. Acting the gentleman would not dissuade a schemer’s plot. He knew from experience that it only encouraged
            them. And he refused to see his sister hurt again.
         

         
         He would willingly endure dropped handkerchiefs, feigned injuries and even accidental collisions. But not this.

         
         Knowing it was better to end this farce now, he held his tongue and met her flinty gaze with his own.

         
         “You are not yourself, Brandon. I fear the sun has singed your manners,” Meg said curtly, then dropped her arm from his. “Ellie,
            I must apologize. He does not know what an angel you’ve been to me.”
         

         
         The schemer shook her head and prettily offered, “No, Meg. I am the one who should apologize. I kept you too long upstairs
            when your brother was obviously worried about your welfare. Think nothing of this introduction. I’m sure I will not.” She cast one final disdainful glance his way before smiling at his sister. “But I look forward to seeing you again this evening at the Easterbrookes’ ball.”
         

         
         With that, she left. And with each step she took, he exhaled a taut breath that seemed to burn the lining of his lungs.

         
         Once they were alone, Meg swatted his arm. “I cannot believe you! I meet one person who enjoys my company—without any designs on you whatsoever—and you do your best to insult her. I’ve never been more embarrassed. And that is saying a great deal considering the fact that you are out to steal all the joy from my Season. I thought that was the point of it. After all, you and the high and mighty Mr. Prescott both declared that I wasn’t ready for marriage until I experienced more of life.” 

         
         “And you clearly are not ready. Marriage requires you to have your eyes fully open.”

         
         “That’s peculiar. Our father always said it was the heart, not the eyes, that needed to be unhindered by obstructions.”

         
         “Then allow me to weed out those who are unworthy of you,” he said patiently.

         
         “Father wanted both of us to marry for love.”
         

         
         “For me to marry, it would take an act of divine intervention.”

         
         Years ago, Brandon had given up any hope of finding a wife. He easily recalled the day when he’d been standing at the base
            of a set of stairs similar to these, pleading with Miss Phoebe Bright after she’d just said the words that had ripped out
            his heart.
         

         
         “I cannot marry you. The Duke of Horsham has offered for me and I have accepted. My father is drawing up the contract.”

         
         “But we’ve pledged ourselves. We love each other.”

         
         “You’re appallingly naive, darling,” Phoebe had said with a pat of her gloved hand to his cheek. “That is how the game is
               played. For a time, you had a pretty girl on your arm, which made you look all the more desirable, while I had a handsome
               young buck thoroughly besotted with me, which made the older, fat-pocketed nobility who sat at your uncle’s table take notice.
               Now I am going to be a duchess, and a rich one at that.”

         
         “Money and status will not make you happy. But I would, every day of your life,” he promised, taking her hand to press it
               against his chest. “You have my entire heart.”

         
         With a tittering laugh that had once been music to his ears, she slipped free. “If you truly care for me, then you would never wish for me to have a poor, simple life with merely the nephew of a noble when I could have so much more.”

         
         Brandon shrugged out of his thoughts as if it were a hair shirt on his back.

         
         His experience with Phoebe had taught him a great deal, as had his encounters with women after he’d inherited an unexpected title and immense wealth, which had come at great personal cost to him.
         

         
         He cast a hard glare to the door where Miss Parrish had gone. Oh, he knew her game. In the past decade, he’d seen every ploy
            under the sun. But he would be damned before he’d ever allow his sister to feel that her worth could be summed up in an accounting
            ledger.
         

         
         “Then I hope divine intervention knocks you over the head one day.” Meg huffed and resignedly took his proffered arm. “You’re wrong about Ellie, you know.”
         

         
         In order to end the disagreement, he offered no response. After all, he knew that, sooner or later, Miss Parrish would reveal
            her true self.
         

         
         *  *  *

         After the tea concluded, Brandon watched as an army of admirers gathered around Meg, and all because of a kite on her dress.

         
         According to his sister, Miss Parrish had saved her and her gown from societal scorn with the whimsical applique but wanted no credit for it. Instead, they’d agreed to spin a story
            about Meg employing a personal, highly praised modiste. Now, dozens of women were clamoring for the name of this dressmaker
            goddess.
         

         
         To be honest, he hadn’t even noticed the difference. Female fashions had never been a priority. Whenever his sister came into his study to twirl about in a new frock, he would always tell her that she looked pretty. But if she went on and on about ruffles and flounces and the quality of lace, he felt as though his lifeblood were slowly draining out of him, drop by agonizing drop. 

         
         All he cared about was knowing what color it was so that he could spot her from a distance. Today, she wore a blue dress . . .
            and Miss Parrish wore clover green.
         

         
         He saw her near the fountain. She was smiling toward Meg’s admirers with all the appearance of altruistic gladness for her new friend. But Brandon remained suspicious of her motives. And since all the attention was
            on his sister, he took the rare opportunity given him and slipped away for a little interrogation.
         

         
         Miss Parrish frowned at his approach, her gaze wary. Part of him felt a trifle guilty for being so direct with her earlier.
            Normally he was more diplomatic, even with those who’d pretended an affection for his sister. He didn’t know why he’d been
            unforgiving with this one.
         

         
         Stopping in front of her, he inclined his head in greeting and came straight to the point. “My sister believes I owe you an
            apology, Miss Parrish.”
         

         
         “But clearly, you do not share that belief, otherwise you would have simply offered one,” she said with her chin held high.

         
         Brandon opened his mouth to object, but she lifted her hand and continued.

         
         “Fear not, I should never ask it of you. All you owe me is your absence. Or better yet . . .” She pivoted on her heel and
            walked away. Again.
         

         
         He frowned, disliking the fragmented pattern of these encounters. The abrupt endings left him without a sense of satisfaction
            or conclusion. And besides, he still had questions for her.
         

         
         So he followed and fell into step beside her. “I do appreciate what you did for her, with the kite and all. It seems that Meg is determined to keep you. However, I am equally determined to prevent her from being hurt.” 

         
         “Your affection for her is your sole redeeming quality.”

         
         “Not so. I’m quite charming when I choose to be.”

         
         She huffed and rolled her eyes, her pace quickening along the mossy avenue between hedgerows. “And quite insulting by choice,
            as well.”
         

         
         “Come now. There is no cause to be so cross simply because you’ve been caught at your game,” he said, easily matching her
            stride. So when she hastened, so did he. And when she slowed, he did the same. It was as though they were in a race, each
            determined to best the other in whatever sport this was. And when she growled and glared askance at him, he didn’t know why,
            but a grin tugged at his lips. “Tell me, Miss Parrish. Why is it that we have never met before? Surely, this is not your first
            Season.”
         

         
         At this, she stopped abruptly. Facing him, her features were set in porcelain, amber eyes afire. “Is that another remark on
            my age?”
         

         
         It wasn’t, but he didn’t tell her that he was genuinely curious about why their paths had never crossed. Instead, he blinked
            with owl-eyed innocence, pretending to misunderstand.
         

         
         “Earlier, you called me a governess,” she supplied, tugging on the cuff of her buttoned glove as if it were a wayward pupil
            she had by the ear. “You were either implying that I am shabbily dressed or too old to be considered a debutante in my own
            right.”
         

         
         “Your dress is quite pretty,” he said by rote and earned another heated glare that sent a flick of pleasure through him.

         
         The majority of women he met were so bent on being agreeable that their saccharine sweetness nearly gave him a toothache. But her ire was genuine. In fact, Miss Parrish’s utter dislike of him practically made the ground quake. He had no doubt that if she could conjure a hole that would split apart the earth beneath his feet and swallow him up, she wouldn’t hesitate to do so. 

         
         Strange as it was, he took a moment to savor the animosity directed at him.

         
         His gaze skimmed over the sanctimonious arch of her black winged brow, and the crowding of her thick lashes as she narrowed
            her eyes. He could find no pinched disdain in her nose, for it was perfectly straight and slender. The pursing of her mouth
            offered little chastisement. The action only made it appear softer, her upper lip plumper than its counterpart by the barest
            degree. But her chin was stubborn, indeed, and her jaw well-defined, angling toward ears that were slightly flared. The very
            tips peeked out from a tumble of glossy ebony curls. And there, he caught a glimpse of something. Something in her hair that
            gleamed silver.
         

         
         Without thinking, he took a step closer. Reaching up, his fingertips delved into tendrils that were so exquisitely soft and
            lush it was as if they’d been brushed a thousand times each morning.
         

         
         The errant thought caused an image to form in his mind, of Miss Parrish seated at her vanity, wearing nothing more than a
            gauzy shift as she attended to her coiffure, slender arms raised to secure her combs, milk-white breasts lifting with the
            motion—
         

         
         Her sudden gasp made him aware of his actions.

         
         His gaze darted to her wide eyes as her pupils spilled like dark mercury to nearly engulf the pale irises. Her lips parted
            and twin spots of pink crested her cheeks. The color fascinated him. It looked as though it would be downy to the touch and
            taste like those little glazed cakes they’d served with tea. At the thought, an unexpected jolt of heat staggered through
            him.
         

         
         “My lord . . . I had no intention of . . . that is to say . . . you are quite . . . most definitely . . . but I seem to be . . . light-headed . . . and my heart . . . too fast . . .” 

         
         Her statements were incomplete, her voice raspy and insubstantial. And yet, Brandon understood her perfectly, as if all the
            missing words were inside him.
         

         
         Unaccountably, every fiber of his being urged him to take her in his arms, to shore her body against his own, to lower his
            mouth to hers and help her form a complete sentence. But before he gave in, a bumblebee buzzed by. The low hum snapped him
            to alertness, reminding that they were standing in the Baxtons’ garden. Only steps away from discovery.
         

         
         At once, he withdrew, then released the clover-scented air trapped in his lungs.

         
         Across from him, Miss Parrish labored for breath as well, confusion stamped on her expression.

         
         Before she could ask what he’d been about to do—the answer of which astounded him—he quickly raised his hand between them.
            “You had a thread in your hair. I merely removed it.”
         

         
         She blinked. As she looked from him to the object dangling between his thumb and forefinger, her hand absently flitted over
            the tendrils above the heart-halved peak of her ear. Then her shoulders seemed to sag with relief. “A silver thread. Thank
            the saints, I thought it was a—”
         

         
         She broke off at once.

         
         He wondered what she’d been meaning to say. But as she averted her embarrassed gaze and another wash of color tempted his
            sweet tooth, he surmised the rest.
         

         
         “Did you think this was a gray hair, Miss Parrish?” he teased.

         
         She gave her answer by quickly pulling the string free and casting it to the grass before dusting her hands together in brisk
            agitation. “You find this amusing, do you?”
         

         
         “Immensely.”

         
         “And, no doubt, you would have laughed over my inert form lying on the grass after I fainted. I nearly did, you know. And not because of the thread, but for the way you crowded me so,” she said, fanning her fingers in front of her face as she drew in a staggered breath. “I’m having the most adverse reaction to your presence. I can feel it in the way my head is still spinning. My skin is hot as well—sure signs of fever—and my palms are damp beneath my gloves. Worst of all, my pulse is pounding so hard it will likely break through my skin at any moment.” 

         
         She pointed to the place and, there it was, hopping like a rabbit. His own thrummed in response, then rapidly descended lower.

         
         “I am quite certain that I am on the verge of heart seizure,” she rasped, “and all you can do is stand there with that sleepy
            grin on your smug face.”
         

         
         He quickly schooled his features. “Because you’re being ridiculous. Those aren’t signs of a heart seizure but of something
            else altogether.”
         

         
         “Oh? And I suppose you’ve studied medicine at university. No? Well, then, I think I should know what is happening to my own
            physiology.”
         

         
         “Actually, I don’t think you do. What you’re feeling is physical attraction,” he supplied with firsthand knowledge, unwilling
            to sugarcoat the truth for
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