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            For my readers.

            Thank you.

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Epigraph

         
         
            As soon as you trust yourself, you will know how to live.

            —Johann Wolfgang von Goethe
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            Chapter One

         
         Althea Hartley didn’t need a miracle. Only the desperate needed a miracle. And she wasn’t desperate.
         

         
         Well . . . not entirely.

         
         Regardless, it wasn’t as though she were asking for a biblical, survive the next plague sort of miracle. Just a smallish,
            rainy morning in London sort. Half a miracle, really.
         

         
         Pausing just outside the shop front of her favorite stationers, she dragged in a stalwart breath that left no room for doubt.
            This would do the trick. It had to.
         

         
         When her thready exhale collected in a brief, tenuous fog before a biting April breeze carried it away, she refused to acknowledge
            it. Instead, she reached out and opened the door.

         
         A bell jingled overhead as a waft of achingly familiar scents filled her nostrils. The mélange of sweet paper, rich leather,
            sharp ink and a hint of pipe tobacco had never failed her. She’d always been able to depend upon the divine fragrance to make
            her scalp tingle in a frisson of anticipation, the sensation sprinting down her arms and to the tips of her fingers as if
            with some ancient calling. The same calling that had inspired the first Egyptians, Greeks and Romans to chisel away at rock—the
            need to tell a story.
         

         
         That need ran through her veins, too. It had been with her all her life.

         
         At least, until recently. Now it seemed that all the words that used to flow as freely as the blood in her veins had dried up. Much like her heart. 

         
         But she wasn’t going to think about that.

         
         All that mattered was that she’d returned to London for another Season and everything would be different this time.

         
         Squaring her shoulders, she took two resolute steps into the shop, ready for her miracle.

         
         Let the tingling begin!

         
         Yet, as the beveled glass door closed behind her and the bell offered a discordant plink, all she felt was a cold plop of rain falling from the brim of her bonnet to the tip of her nose.
         

         
         Then again, it was still morning and far too early to give up hope. Besides, perhaps the Office of Celestial Intervention
            had yet to open. After all, who knew if Heaven was on London time? Therefore, she was willing to give her miracle a few more
            minutes.
         

         
         Fife’s Feathered Quill was a little shop. Unlike other stationers, Mr. Fife was not a bookseller as well. His specialty, he
            often said, was paper and ink. Simple as that.
         

         
         The narrow space was flanked by walls of towering walnut shelves filled with an array of boxes of assorted sizes that housed
            every type of paper, ink and writing implement imaginable. Along the far wall, which was a mere seven steps from the door,
            was a glass display case of tortoiseshell pens, feathered quills with scroll-etched nibs, and embossed silver letter knives.
         

         
         She’d found the cozy shop purely by accident during her first Season, two years ago. One day, after leaving her modiste, she’d
            taken a wrong turn down a winding alley. Well, several wrong turns actually. Countess Broadbent—an old family friend who was
            her sponsor and chaperone—had been quite vexed with her at the time and accused her of having the directional wherewithal
            of dandelion fluff.
         

         
         Sadly, she wasn’t incorrect.

         
         Be that as it may, Thea often considered her own tendency to end up not quite in the location she’d set out for as an opportunity for happenstance. As everyone knew, happenstance was the gateway to creativity. 

         
         That day it had led her here. And, she’d hoped, one step closer to realizing her dream of writing a play for the London stage.

         
         The reminder sent a twinge to the center of her chest.

         
         She chose to ignore it. And why shouldn’t she? In the past year she’d become exceptional at ignoring whatever plagued her.

         
         Surely, taking such pains to spare her family and acquaintances from a veritable tidal wave of misery ought to earn her some
            favor in the heavens.
         

         
         She cast an expectant look up to the tin ceiling. But the tick-tocking from the pendulum clock in the corner continued on
            without even a snick of a miracle. Honestly, had the celestial being assigned to dole out favors to the deserving fallen asleep
            at his post?
         

         
         Wake up, you dolt!

         
         The entire purpose of coming back to London to endure a third Season of idle chitchat with dullards and popinjays was to reclaim
            what she’d lost. Her last hope was to find it here. And yet, her creative spark still wasn’t sparking.
         

         
         Her heavy sigh filled the empty shop as she trudged toward the back.

         
         Stopping at the glass case, she glanced down to a selection of ornate silver letter knives. Dimly, she wondered if she were
            to drive the point through the layers of wool, cambric and bone stays between her breasts, would the blade simply sail through
            the empty husk that used to be her heart? Or was there a kernel of something that remained of her old self that might still
            bleed?
         

         
         She also wondered if she was being a trifle melodramatic.

         
         Hmm . . . perhaps. But as the youngest child in a family reared on daily performances of Shakespeare, she could hardly have turned out any other way. Therefore, she blamed her parents. 

         
         Besides, how else was she supposed to feel after dragging the corpse of her crushed soul behind her for nearly a year? Her
            inner Greek Chorus agreed with a solemn nod.
         

         
         “Why, Miss Hartley, as I live and breathe.”

         
         Thea looked up from the knives to find the old shopkeeper emerge from the back room. A bird’s nest of wiry silver brows arched
            over a pair of wizened gray eyes at the sight of her.
         

         
         She held out her hand in warm welcome and he clasped it. “Mr. Fife. How good it is to see you again. You are well, I trust?”

         
         “Better now at the sight of my best customer.” He patted her hand before he released her, his face creasing like parchment
            with his smile. “Though, I daresay this is quite the surprise. When you’d disappeared last spring, I thought you’d lost your
            heart to some dashing gentleman and married. Perhaps to that playwright who accompanied you a time or two?”
         

         
         Thea swallowed, her throat tight. “No.”

         
         “Ah. Then you’ve returned to take a crack at another Season. Good on you,” he said with an encouraging nod. If he noticed
            a twitch from the corpse on the tiled floor behind her, he was good enough not to mention it. “You’re just in time, too, for
            I received a new shipment of pocket ledgers yesterday.”
         

         
         His brows lifted in expectation. He knew this news had always thrilled her in the past.

         
         Ever since she was a little girl, pockets had been sewn into her day dresses. This practice had begun shortly after her nurse confiscated the stub of a pencil and scrap of foolscap stashed in her stockings one Sunday morning before church services. The nurse declared that only when the vicar began carrying odds and ends on his person could Thea do the same. 

         
         Naturally, this brought on a slew of questions. So, in the middle of service, she’d asked what the vicar had beneath his robes.

         
         Even though her parents weren’t the sort to become embarrassed—and in truth her father always had a merry chuckle every time
            someone mentioned the vicar’s robes—it was enough to prompt the addition of hidden pockets to all her dresses. That way she’d
            always had a small ledger on hand whenever inspiration struck.
         

         
         “Shall I put your usual order together?” Mr. Fife asked.

         
         “Thank you, yes. That would be lovely.”

         
         Perhaps if she continued to pretend that everything was as it should be, inspiration might strike again.

         
         As the shopkeeper turned away to assemble her parcel, she glanced once more toward the ceiling. I’m still waiting.

         
         She’d had no trouble finding worthy ideas during her first Season. Of course, she’d had to cajole the ever-proper Lady Broadbent
            into asking their modiste to add pockets to her ball gowns. But she’d succeeded and was prepared for every tingle of creativity.
         

         
         Her second Season had begun in the same fashion until . . . Well, she didn’t want to think about that.

         
         For this third Season, she’d only pressed for two of her gowns to have pockets. Though, she wasn’t sure why she’d bothered
            at all. Moths were more likely to fly out of the plackets than ideas.
         

         
         There she’d be, midwaltz in a grand ballroom as a flurry of gray winged insects would cloud around her. Then everyone would
            watch on in horror as the moths—doing what those fools naturally did—would fly to the flicker of candlelit chandeliers and
            incinerate themselves in acrid puffs of smoke.
         

         
         Dimly, she wondered if she’d been a moth in a former life. It would explain so much.

         
         “Here we are,” Mr. Fife said as he turned back to her, setting the paper-wrapped parcel between them. Twin birds’ nests waggled
            in eager anticipation as he chafed his hands together. “Any new stories to share, hmm?”
         

         
         This had always been a game of theirs. She would tell him about a play she was developing—which was usually inspired by real
            episodes of the ton behaving outrageously—and he would try to guess the parties involved.
         

         
         Like her, he enjoyed observing people. For him, it was more for entertainment. For her, she enjoyed the puzzle of it, fascinated
            to uncover the mystery of what lay beneath the surface of the façade that individuals presented to the rest of society.
         

         
         Shakespeare had been a master of that. So was London’s current famed playwright, Sir Kellum Archer. Who, for a time, had been
            the center of her world. She’d even allowed herself to believe . . .
         

         
         Thea let the thought fade away, unfinished as a blank page.

         
         “Regrettably, no,” she said to Mr. Fife with a sad shake of her head. She couldn’t admit aloud that she’d been unable to write
            a word since last year. But when his eyes softened as if he could see through to the truth of the matter, she hastily added,
            “I haven’t been to any soirees yet. In fact, you are the very first notable person I’ve seen since my arrival.”
         

         
         He was kind enough to pretend to believe her. Patting her hand once more, he said, “Next time, then.”

         
         “Next time,” she promised.

         
         It wasn’t a lie. Not entirely.

         
         He began to walk her to the door, those magnificent brows knitting together in concentration. Then he stopped suddenly and
            held up a finger. “It just so happens that I might have a story for you.”
         

         
         Willing to accept breadcrumbs of creativity at this point, she faced him.

         
         He glanced over his shoulder as if he feared the quills might pop out of their boxes to eavesdrop, then leaned in to whisper.
            “The other day a gentleman stumbled inside this very shop, his face pale as a turnip. Without a word, he went to the window
            and peered out as if he thought someone were following him. And when I greeted him, he nearly jumped out of his fancy buckled
            shoes. To ease the stranger’s mind, I thought to make a quip. So, I said, ‘Fear not. I’m hardly a highwayman.’ And do you
            know what he did next?”
         

         
         She shook her head.

         
         “Shrieked like a kitchen maid over a mouse, then was out the door before the bell could ring.” Mr. Fife grinned and hooked
            his thumbs beneath his lapels. “Well, what do you think? Quite the character, I’d say.”
         

         
         “Indeed,” she said and did her best to appear captivated, pasting on a smile.

         
         But oh, how she’d wanted to feel that familiar thrill, that tingle dancing over her scalp and down her spine. She’d wanted
            her fingertips to itch for the coarse texture of a pencil in her grasp as she filled a ledger with ideas for a new play.
         

         
         Instead she felt numb, as if every page inside her were covered in a film of wax that no amount of lead or ink could penetrate.

         
         There would be no miracle today. Not even half of one.

         
         Bidding farewell, Thea left the shop. With her, she carried a parcel of six pocket ledgers, three pencils, and the corpse
            of her withered soul.
         

         
         To make matters worse, it was raining in earnest and she had no umbrella.

         
         Lady Broadbent wasn’t going to be happy with the state of her pelisse. Not to mention, Thea had left the countess in the tea shop around the corner, promising that her jaunt into Fife’s wouldn’t take more than a minute. 

         
         Ducking her head, Thea scuttled down the narrow alley. But with her focus on navigating the larger puddles collecting in the
            uneven dips of cobblestones, she didn’t see the obstacle in her path. Not until her shoulder collided with a solid mass. Hard.
         

         
         She must have run into an outcropping of the brick wall. A chimney, perhaps. The impact was so jarring, she could have sworn
            she heard her bones breaking like glass. The force of the collision even spun her around like a one-winged whirligig shaken
            from a tree . . . and directly into a thick cloud of tobacco smoke.
         

         
         She coughed, waving a hand in front of her face as a prickle of uncertainty niggled at her.

         
         Before she’d left on her errand, Lady Broadbent had made a point of explaining that the tobacconist was in the opposite direction
            of the tea shop.
         

         
         Cupping a hand over the lip of her bonnet, Thea looked up to the dripping sign hanging from a wrought iron bracket. Painted
            on the wood was a red pipe.
         

         
         Her inner Greek chorus, which delighted in reminding her of all her failings, chimed in with a derisive And thus, she had gone the wrong way. Yet again.

         
         Drat! Turning on her heel, she headed back the way she’d come.

         
         As soon as she reached the mouth of the alley, she paused to look for the tea shop. But just as she peered across the street,
            her gaze snagged on something. Or someone, rather.
         

         
         Standing on the pavement beneath a rain-slicked awning was none other than Sir Kellum Archer—the famed playwright, the toast
            of London, and the man who’d gleefully ripped out her soul and crushed it beneath the heel of his shoe like the butt of a
            cheroot.
         

         
         She blinked. It had to be a mistake. He was rumored to be in Paris, writing his next masterpiece. That was the only reason she’d taken the chance to return to London. So why was he here? 

         
         Then she saw the reason.

         
         A woman. A beautiful blonde woman in a red walking costume, tailored to her hourglass figure. The sway of her hips must have
            been audible, like the beat of a drum, because he turned to watch her approach.
         

         
         His mouth spread in the same grin that Thea had once thought was reserved only for her. Then the woman threaded her arm through
            his. A gesture of ownership. And he did nothing to disprove the claim as he gazed adoringly down to her upturned face.
         

         
         For the woman’s sake, Thea hoped she had no other aspirations than to be a sycophant. Kellum could be kind when he was being
            adored. But Heaven help the woman if she admitted to having dreams of her own.
         

         
         You, a playwright? An organ grinder’s monkey is more entertaining than anything you’ve written thus far.

         
         Go back to your unremarkable family in your wretched little hamlet, child. Forget about the London stage, just as it forgets
               all those who lack the talent to leave their mark. You are not even worthy of a footnote.

         
         The memory lodged in Thea’s throat, the words like shards of glass, too painful to swallow.

         
         Through the interlacing of carriages passing to and fro, she saw him lift an arm to hail a nearby hackney. The dingy yellow
            conveyance stopped on the street between them, blocking her view.
         

         
         It wasn’t until Thea saw a folded white handkerchief materialize before her that she realized she was no longer alone on the
            pavement. Not only that, but she was beneath someone’s umbrella. Someone who stood just beyond the frame of her bonnet. A
            man, likely, considering the size of the black-gloved hand proffering the handkerchief.
         

         
         “If I may,” he said from at least a head above her.

         
         She didn’t recognize the low scratch of his voice. A stranger, then. After all, he must have been or else he’d have addressed
            her by name.
         

         
         A shiver tightened her scalp, slipping beneath the damp collar of her pelisse. Clearly, she’d been standing in the cold rain
            for far too long. And, peculiarly, the strong scent of wine surrounded her. But she supposed that was better than the odors
            that the London streets usually offered.
         

         
         Accepting the handkerchief, she dabbed at her cheeks and the tip of her nose without turning her head far enough to meet his
            gaze. An introduction at such a time would only be more embarrassing for her.
         

         
         “Thank you.” When she finished, she held out the slightly used square of linen.

         
         “A token.” That large hand gestured with a dismissive wave. “However, if you require further assistance . . .”

         
         Even without looking at him, she sensed that his gaze was also on the hackney that spurred into motion, the wheels crunching
            against wet cobblestones. “Not unless you have a festering head of cabbage to hurl or a few rotten tomatoes in your pocket.”
         

         
         “In my other coat.”

         
         The corner of her mouth twitched at his quick response. “Pity that. Though, I’d actually prefer a henchman for hire or an
            army of marauders. You wouldn’t happen to have them at your disposal, would you?”
         

         
         “Left them at my flat, I’m afraid.”

         
         “Must be terribly crowded.”

         
         “You’ve no idea.”

         
         His droll reply had her grinning in earnest. It was her first genuine smile in weeks. Months, even.

         
         She drew in a breath that didn’t feel quite as weighted with gloom. “Thank you for coming to my aid. It was a kindness that I will not”—she turned to this stranger, only to find that she was standing alone, the rain collecting on her skin—“forget.” 

         
         Just as she was about to survey the foot traffic for a glimpse of him, a black-lacquered carriage stopped in front of her.
            A liveried tiger bounded down from the springboard to open the door and lower the step.
         

         
         “Honestly, Miss Hartley. I was about to send the hounds,” Lady Broadbent chided from the confines, her regal face pinched
            with disapproval beneath an artful chignon of dove gray hair. “Come along before you catch your death.”
         

         
         Thea moved toward the open door, the rain misting on her face as she searched both directions for a tall figure. But the man
            wasn’t there. Among the few head-bent and hurried pedestrians, none were carrying an umbrella.
         

         
         Disappointed, she stepped into the carriage. Settling on the bench, she stared down at the handkerchief and the saturated
            parcel of ledgers in her grasp. Then she smiled again.
         

         
         For the first time in nearly a year, an idea filled her head with thoughts of a new character. A character so clear in her
            mind that she might actually be able to open a fresh ledger and write.
         

         
         He could be anyone, she thought. Even a highwayman.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         When Jasper Trueblood, Viscount St. James, didn’t want to be seen, he wasn’t. Which likely accounted for the reason Miss Hartley
            had barreled into him as she’d left the stationers, and the fact that he now smelled like a drunkard on a three-day soak.
         

         
         His uncle wouldn’t be pleased that his prized port had become a piss puddle in a London alley. Then again, even if Jasper
            had delivered the wine on a velvet ceremonial pillow with a dozen litter bearers to scatter rose petals at the feet of the
            Earl of Redcliffe, it would not have been enough.
         

         
         So he put it out of his mind for the moment. Instead, he stared after Miss Hartley’s retreating carriage from the shadows.

         
         When he’d spotted her standing on the pavement, he hadn’t meant to approach. And surely, if she’d recognized him, she wouldn’t
            have wanted him to either. He wasn’t the sort of man with whom debutantes desired an acquaintance.
         

         
         Even so, there had been something that compelled him to stand by her side. Something that caused him to engage with her as
            he never did with those in society.
         

         
         Had it been seeing her face with her complexion so pale as to make raindrops appear almost silver on her skin? The cloud of mist that had hovered in front of her parted lips, their faded pink hue like that of a watercolor disappearing into a canvas? Or the way her dark lashes were so thick they appeared dusted with soot as the dew clung to them? 

         
         But no. It had been her eyes, he decided.

         
         Haunted, bewitching, pale blue eyes. They were to blame for him speaking without thought and forgetting to disguise his voice—things
            he couldn’t afford to do. Ever.
         

         
         His gaze strayed across the street to the vacant space beneath the awning once more. What or who had Miss Hartley seen that
            had so troubled her?
         

         
         The answer was unclear.

         
         Besides, whatever had distressed her was none of his concern. At present, ensuring the welfare of his aunt and two cousins,
            in addition to managing his army of marauders, was all he could deal with while keeping his sanity.
         

         
         Absently hearing the magpie chatter of maids from the window above him, he reacted on instinct, adjusting the position of
            his umbrella to redirect the putrid shower from a chamber pot.
         

         
         As he stepped away from the alcove—successfully avoiding smelling like a drunkard and a piss pot—he wondered where the same carefully honed instincts had been when he’d first seen Miss Hartley dashing through
            the rain. He’d just stood there, stock-still like the addlepated nitwit most of society thought he was.
         

         
         A frustrated growl rumbled in his throat.

         
         Shoving the encounter aside, he turned in the direction of his flat, calculating the fastest route. A hackney would expedite
            matters, but he couldn’t spare the coin. Therefore, he would walk to Marylebone, change out of this jug-bitten frock coat,
            then find a way to replace the port before he saw his uncle.
         

         
         At the beginning of each month, Redcliffe tasked Jasper with fetching a specific vintage of port from the vintner. Even though his uncle paid for the port and was wealthy enough to have it carted to him by way of golden chariot, he preferred to have his nephew deliver it. Like a supplicant. In turn, he would inspect the bottle with a gem cutter’s precision to see if his late sister’s only child deserved a monthly allowance. 

         
         Just thinking about it, anger coursed through him, his long stride eating up the rain-slick pavement as water leached through
            the worn soles of his boots.
         

         
         Jasper hated that he had to go to his uncle like a beggar. Hated every time he saw that gleam of malicious triumph in those
            coal black eyes when he was forced to ask for what should rightfully be his. Hated that he had to continue this charade until—
         

         
         Turning the corner, he stopped short as he spotted a disaster about to unfold.

         
         An old woman leaving the tea shop, stoop-shouldered beneath a shawl shrouded over her head against the rain, stepped into
            the path of a speeding hack. Seeing it an instant too late, she squawked in alarm.
         

         
         With no time to waste, he darted forward and pulled the woman onto the pavement, immediately turning himself to absorb the
            splash from the wheel hitting a puddle.
         

         
         “Good gracious! That cab came out of nowhere. You saved my—” She broke off as she craned her neck to look up at him. Recognition
            sharpened her steel gray eyes and whatever gratitude she might have uttered fell silent. Instead, she pursed her lips as if
            tasting something sour. “St. James.”
         

         
         Jasper was used to the reaction.

         
         This time, he had no trouble remembering to disguise his voice. Constricting his throat, he ensured that his usual deep timbre
            came out shallow and airy. And as the rain dripped down from the brim of his hat to blur the lenses of his spectacles, he
            inclined his head. “Lady Abernathy.”
         

         
         The wet wool of his coat tightened over his shoulders as he bent to retrieve his fallen umbrella, then held it over her as she primly adjusted the threadbare shawl around her shoulders. 

         
         “I was just on my way to the milliner,” the dowager viscountess said, her tone defensive, chin wrinkling as she held it high.
            “I sent my maid ahead for a new hat after the one I was wearing fell to pieces in the rain. Worthless bit of rubbish.”
         

         
         He wasn’t sure how to respond, or whether she was talking about the hat or the maid. So he stayed silent. It was always better
            if he stayed silent.
         

         
         Then she spared him a sideways glance and offered him the wing of her elbow. “Well, don’t just stand there like a big ape.”

         
         Any other man might have taken offense, but he’d heard much worse in his twenty-four years. Not only that, but when he saw
            the tremor in her arm as she held it out, he knew how difficult it must have been for someone as proud as she to ask for assistance,
            especially from the likes of him.
         

         
         He responded by shifting the umbrella to his other fist before escorting her across the cobblestones. Though, with him well
            over six feet and with her barely taller than his biceps, it took some maneuvering to keep the umbrella over her head and
            not stab himself in the throat. Not only that, but for every one of his steps, she needed four. And for every four of hers,
            the number of harried curricles and carriages on the street increased, drivers railing curses down on their heads as they
            swerved past. If that wasn’t enough, a veritable river of water and refuse blocked their path to the pavement.
         

         
         He looked to the right, wondering if they could circumvent it. That was when he caught sight of a coach barreling down on
            them.
         

         
         The driver saw them but didn’t slow. In fact, there was a hard set to his jaw and in the gimlet eyes shadowed beneath the dripping felt brim of his hat, as if he saw any pedestrian in his path as a challenge to his manhood. 

         
         This left Jasper only one option.

         
         “Apologies, my lady,” he said, then reached behind her, cupped his hands beneath both of her elbows and lifted her off her
            feet.
         

         
         A strangled yawp rose from her throat. Her legs paddled in the air for the two seconds it took him to step over the puddle
            and set her down.
         

         
         It wasn’t the most delicate or gentlemanly way to treat an elderly woman. But it was either that or be mowed down. And at
            least he’d managed to avoid being sprayed with any more rank—
         

         
         Before he could finish the thought, the coach veered closer. The front wheel splashed through the gutter, sending a wave of
            putrid water in an upward arc . . . that promptly gushed down Jasper’s back.
         

         
         Lady Abernathy turned, her expression livid, her lips parting to rail at him.

         
         Fine, he thought, resigned. It wasn’t as if his morning could get any worse.
         

         
         Then something slithered off the brim of his hat, slopped to his shoulder and then slid down his sleeve. Dimly, he glanced
            down at the misshapen lump and determined that it was a rat. Or rather, half a rat because the tail end wasn’t—
         

         
         A slurping sound interrupted his thought. Then the rat’s other half slid off his hat and plopped to the pavement.

         
         Bloody hell.

         
         And somehow, through all that, he still managed to hold the umbrella over Lady Abernathy’s head. But that didn’t mean he was
            expecting a modicum of gratitude.
         

         
         Clenching his jaw, he looked at her, ready for her castigations.

         
         Instead, her mouth pinched closed and she turned, issuing an impatient sigh. Apparently, she was in a hurry and didn’t want to be detained by the man who’d just saved her life. Twice. 

         
         The insanity of this entire morning nearly made him laugh.

         
         “My lady! My lady!” cried a mousy young woman scurrying toward them on the slick pavement. The maidservant held fast to the
            dripping straw bonnet on her head, her other hand carrying a hatbox, the side battering against her leg with every other step.
            “I beg you would forgive me, but the milliner bade me to wait while she drew up a bill of accounts, believing the last two
            must have been misdirected, and I wasn’t certain if—”
         

         
         “Cease your prattling, stupid girl. Can you not see that it’s raining? Well, get me into the coach.”

         
         The maid nodded vehemently, color rising to her cheeks.

         
         In her scramble to assist, she lost her bonnet and almost upended the hatbox until Jasper intervened. Without a word, he handed
            the umbrella to the maid. Taking up the hatbox and the fallen bonnet, he strode to the waiting carriage.
         

         
         Like his own, it was a small conveyance that had seen better days. Though, as he handed the women inside the worn and musty
            interior, he felt his brow furrow.
         

         
         Viscount Abernathy, her ladyship’s son, was quite flush in the pocket. He kept a mistress in jewels, silks, furs and a Mayfair
            townhouse. So why was his mother wearing a threadbare shawl and struggling to pay for a simple hat?
         

         
         The obvious answer infuriated him.

         
         Women were, all too often, left at the mercy of a male relative who did not look after their best interests. Men who did not
            shield or protect them. Who thoughtlessly discarded them like rubbish . . . or worse. And if a woman in the winter of her
            life, no matter how proud or disagreeable, could not depend upon her indolent, spoiled progeny to see to her welfare, then
            who?
         

         
         Feeling Lady Abernathy’s scrutiny on him, he knew she was likely worried that he might spread word about her strained finances. He’d learned long ago that it was best to appear less than astute in such circumstances. 

         
         It wasn’t a difficult act to perform. He’d been pretending to be an addlepated clod for years. So, in keeping with his usual
            performances, he boggled the umbrella that the maid returned to him. Considering his size—big ape and all—it was always easy to look clumsy. He even went so far as to turn the contraption inside out.
         

         
         When he heard the dowager viscountess sigh as she shook her head, he knew he’d performed well. Setting his hand on the door,
            he was just about to close it when—
         

         
         “Is my nephew bothering you, Beatrice?”

         
         Jasper stiffened. The imperious sound of his uncle’s voice lashed across every nerve along his spine. Apparently, his theatrics
            had gained the notice of an unintended party.
         

         
         And he thought this morning couldn’t get any worse.

         
         Seeing the earl approach, Lady Abernathy’s wizened countenance lifted in a smile. “Redcliffe. Such a lovely surprise. What
            brings you out on such a dreary morning?”
         

         
         “My solicitor is nearby,” he said, bowing over the hand she proffered. Releasing it, he stepped back and posed with his own
            hand on the head of his walking stick as his ever-nervous secretary, Mr. Entwistle, held an umbrella over his lordship’s head.
            “And fortunate, too, for I witnessed my nephew making a nuisance of himself. Pray, accept my humble apologies in his stead.”
         

         
         “No need to apologize. St. James was kind enough to”—her lips puckered sourly as if she held a lemon wedge between her teeth—“assist
            me across the street.”
         

         
         “The fact that you survived the episode so well speaks to your unflappability, and all of it without a hair out of place on your beautiful head.”
         

         
         “You flatter me, sir. Though you must take credit, for I am certain that any display of chivalry he had learned was by your
            example.”
         

         
         Redcliffe’s fingers lifted in a dismissive wave. “One does what one can with such raw material.”

         
         “So true,” she agreed, seemingly oblivious to the fact that Jasper was standing right there. He was literally beside the open
            door of her carriage, waiting to close it so she could drive off. “You have done all you could for your sister’s child. Far
            more than most, I’m sure. You are to be commended for your efforts.”
         

         
         Redcliffe humbly inclined his head.

         
         Appearing the saint in front of others was one of the devil’s greatest charades. Few knew what lay beneath the façade of chiseled
            aristocratic features, a head full of dark hair barely threaded with silver, a trim physique even for someone approaching
            his fiftieth year. And, of course, there was his immense wealth.
         

         
         Men wanted to be him. Women threw themselves at him. And yet, it was never enough.

         
         Redcliffe always wanted more. He especially wanted whatever someone told him he couldn’t have. And that made him dangerous.

         
         No one knew that better than Jasper.

         
         “Well, only a barbarian would keep such a delicate bloom out in this weather. So, I shall bid you adieu, Beatrice, and promise
            to pay a call on you later this week.”
         

         
         “I will hold you to that.” She tutted fondly as he bowed over her hand once more.

         
         Then the earl closed the carriage door and touched the faceted handle of his walking stick to the brim of his hat. He waited
            until the driver set off before starting in on Jasper. His uncle was nothing if not predictable.
         

         
         Redcliffe regarded the broken umbrella with an imperious sneer. “I see that contraption taxed your intellect.”

         
         “It was an accident. My hand slipped.”

         
         “‘It wath an ac-th-ident,’” Redcliffe mocked in a high-pitched voice, snickering at the lisp that Jasper had developed in
            childhood after the death of his father. It had been a constant source of derision and amusement for Uncle Silas.
         

         
         Of course, after countless elocution lessons in his youth, Jasper had rid himself of the tendency. It then became a choice
            to continue the lisp when in society, in addition to speaking in a higher tone. Both were part of a necessary disguise.
         

         
         If he’d learned anything from his uncle, it was how to expertly conceal one’s true self from others. It was the only way to
            play the game.
         

         
         There must have been some spark of rebellion in his gaze because his uncle abruptly narrowed his eyes. He took a step toward
            him, his fist wrapped around the shaft of his walking stick. But Jasper knew Redcliffe would never strike him in public. In
            truth, he was ever the saintly put-upon uncle when among his peers.
         

         
         Instead, the earl sniffed, his lip curling with distaste. “Where’s my port, buffoon?”

         
         “I’m afraid I dropped it.”

         
         As expected, his uncle’s temper flared in a slash of dark eyebrows drawn in corrugated furrows above the bridge of an aquiline
            nose, his hard mouth white-edged with contempt.
         

         
         “You clumsy ox! You cannot even manage a simple errand,” he hissed, ever careful to keep his voice menacingly low so potential passersby would not overhear. “It pains me to know that you are my heir. For the moment, at least. I plan to take a new wife, so be warned. Once I find a bit of baggage capable of breeding a son, you’ll be left without a farthing from me. And to give you a taste of that future, you’ll have no pittance from me this month.” He snapped his fingers to his secretary. “Make note of that.” 

         
         “Yes, m-my lord,” Entwistle said, his hands shaking as he tried to hold the umbrella and pat his coat pockets in search of
            a writing implement and a scrap of paper.
         

         
         When Herman Entwistle had begun his post a mere eight years ago, he’d been a robust man in his midthirties, with a head full
            of brown hair and an eagerness to impress the venerable earl whose fortune and handsomeness had made him a highly revered
            member of the ton.
         

         
         But now Entwistle was a thin, hunched-shouldered, balding man, who looked about seventy years old.

         
         The earl had broken him, just as he had done to so many others.

         
         But not Jasper. His uncle’s harsh criticisms and the horrors of his childhood had done the opposite. It had formed within
            him a will of iron.
         

         
         “As for you”—Redcliffe jabbed Jasper’s chest with the point of the walking stick—“since you are incapable of performing a
            menial task, you’ll not only use your own coin to replace the bottle but you’ll pay a courier to deliver it. Posthaste. I
            will have my port after dinner this evening or you’ll find yourself without any allowance for the entire year. Do you understand?
            Are my words penetrating that thick simian skull of yours?”
         

         
         Fighting the compulsion to break that walking stick over his uncle’s head and beat his own chest, Jasper inclined his head.
            “You will have your port, Uncle.”
         

         
         The earl’s mouth relaxed into a self-satisfied smirk as his lacquered landau pulled up to the pavement. Then he cast a baleful
            glance over his shoulder. “Entwistle, have you gone blind? Do you not see the carriage? Well don’t just stand there, you sniveling
            worm, open the door! I have important matters of business to attend.”
         

         
         After that delightful encounter, Jasper headed to Marylebone, glad for the exercise to dispel some of his rage.
         

         
         A half an hour later, he arrived at his flat for a change of clothes.

         
         What he found instead was utter mayhem.

         
         As he opened the door, he was greeted by the detritus of a dismembered chair, broken legs and spindles strewn over the floor.
            That would make the fourth chair this month!
         

         
         Through the anger buzzing in his ears, he heard urgent voices coming from the drawing room. But no, not urgent voices. These were insistent and cajoling. He knew exactly what that meant. And it was the last thing he needed after a morning
            like this.
         

         
         Muttering an oath, he marched around the corner to find two men and a boy trying to coax a red-furred, three-legged beast
            into dropping one of his top boots. Bloody hell.

         
         “Garmr, release!” he commanded, his growling voice undisguised.

         
         The massive wolf instantly opened his jaws. Before the boot even hit the floor, a shaggy whip of a tail started wagging as
            he hopped awkwardly in a quick circle of complete and utter delight, just before leaping in the air.
         

         
         Jasper barely had the chance to brace himself before his arms were full of a heavy mass of muscle and fur the size of a small
            horse.
         

         
         Whining with joy, Garmr licked his face adoringly as if he’d just returned from a yearlong sea voyage instead of an hour’s
            errand.
         

         
         “It appears as though you were greatly missed, my lord,” Allistair Ansonby said, his aging, rawboned face crinkling with a
            smile. Then the lanky old manservant straightened his livery coat and smoothed back a few wisps of gray hair from his forehead,
            seemingly oblivious to the fact that he was standing in a room that resembled a battlefield.
         

         
         As Jasper lowered the dog, he noted that the square-jawed Joe Pitt wasn’t meeting his gaze. Instead, his brawny driver began to whistle as he looked up toward the ceiling and surreptitiously tried to slide the condemning evidence behind him with the toe of his boot. 

         
         “Garmr was in the stables when I left,” Jasper said as he stripped off his useless spectacles and laid them on a scarred console
            table by the door. “Care to explain how he ended up here?”
         

         
         Pitt scrubbed a hand over his shaved head, his black brows drawing together in chagrin. “After you left the mews, he started
            to whimper something awful and he looked so forlorn that I just . . . well, I thought a visit with the boy would lift his
            spirits.”
         

         
         “Of course you did.”

         
         Jasper pinched the bridge of his nose, blocking out the view of a torn cushion, an overturned table, the shredded drapes.

         
         Pitt swept up the boot. “A bit of spit and polish will make it good as new, my lord.”

         
         But when he began to scrub the underside of his sleeve over the toe as if the quick motion would miraculously remove tooth
            marks, it was all Jasper could take.
         

         
         “That was my last decent pair. Do you have any idea how difficult it is to have boots made for feet my size?”

         
         As if in solidarity, Garmr stood at his side and issued a low woof to the others. But when Jasper glared down at the culprit, he lowered his muzzle in contrition.
         

         
         The boy instantly came to the dog’s defense. “’Tweren’t Thumper’s fault, milord. Just a pup, he is. Don’t know any better.
            So if you’ve a mind to wallop someone, then wallop me.”
         

         
         Roly wiped his nose with the back of his hand and squared his shoulders. Standing to his full height he barely reached Jasper’s elbow. But the erstwhile street urchin never met a fight he wasn’t willing to enter. In fact, the reason he’d taken him in was because the fool child had risked his life to save Garmr’s. 

         
         Jasper drew in a breath and ruffled the lad’s carroty curls. “Fear not, Roland the Brave. I don’t intend to wallop anyone.
            Yet. And for the last time, his name is Garmr. I named him after a fierce hellhound. I’m not calling him Thumper.”
         

         
         “But that’s how he walks, all wobbly like. And look at how his foot thumps the floor when he gets scratched behind the ears
            just the way he likes.” The last words were practically crooned as the boy proceeded to demonstrate. He never seemed to realize
            that the wolf was bigger and could likely eat him in two bites if he were so inclined.
         

         
         Thankfully, Garmr was too grateful, after being saved from a hunter’s steel trap and nursed back to health, to ever turn on
            any of them.
         

         
         They were an odd lot, to be sure. But they were loyal to each other and had one thing in common—a hatred for the Earl of Redcliffe.
            And that was all that mattered.
         

         
         Well, aside from the fact that Jasper was going to need another pair of boots.

         
         “We’re still not calling him Thumper,” Jasper decreed as he shrugged out of his coat on his way to his bedchamber then tossed
            it to Ansonby. The butler wrinkled his nose and held the garment at arm’s length. “See what you are able to do with that,
            while I figure out what to sell in order to replace a bottle of port. Pitt, I’m going to need some information about Viscount
            Abernathy.” He stopped and cast a look of warning over his shoulder to Roly and Garmr, who were playing tug-of-war with his
            boot. “And it’s the mews for the two of you.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Three

         
         The promising tingle Thea had felt during that rainy morning two days ago had vanished the instant she’d put pen to page.
            And it hadn’t returned since.
         

         
         Perhaps it never will, the Greek chorus chimed in.
         

         
         She chose to ignore them.

         
         Besides, she had enough to contend with this evening. This was her first outing of the Season and she had been coerced into
            attending a party hosted by the snootiest, most abominable woman in all of England—the former Miss Nell Hunnicutt.
         

         
         Nell had been her neighbor in Addlewick. And, for most of her life, not a day had gone by that she didn’t harangue Thea or
            her sisters, Verity and Honoria. In fact, a legion of toads would sooner fall out of her mouth than a kind word about the
            Hartley family, or anyone else for that matter.
         

         
         Then, by happenstance—or witch’s spell, Thea suspected—Nell had married the Marquess of Beaucastle and she wanted everyone
            to grovel at her feet, especially her enemies.
         

         
         And if the evening’s destination wasn’t bad enough, the journey there certainly was.

         
         Lady Broadbent’s coach had nearly been run into a ditch when a smaller conveyance attempted to overtake them on the narrow
            lane. Though, to be honest, when their wheel hit a rut and an ominous splintering sound followed, Thea had been more hopeful
            than alarmed.
         

         
         Divine intervention, at last!

         
         Unfortunately, Heaven’s miracle department was clearly closed for the Season, because the culprit responsible for the accident
            was also a guest. And the boggle-eyed Baron Chedworth insisted on delivering them to the party, personally. Splendid.
         

         
         Exclaiming over his great “luck” he grinned as he handed them into his coupé. But the small, closed conveyance was designed for two passengers with a driver outside. And between Thea, Lady Broadbent and
            the four voluminous shoulder puffs of their gowns, they were packed into the tufted bench like sardines in a tin box.
         

         
         As Chedworth proceeded to wedge himself in beside them, Lady Broadbent suggested on a suffocated breath, “Perhaps you would
            be more comfortable in the driver’s perch, my lord.”
         

         
         “Thank you for your concern, my lady. However, I tolerate snug spaces quite well.”

         
         The man was utterly oblivious.

         
         Then he ordered his driver to make haste, giving a hoot of laughter as they tore off with a jolt.

         
         They rode at breakneck speed, sprinting down straightaways, careening around corners. Thea wasn’t at all sure they would survive
            the trip.
         

         
         By the time they reached the Beaucastle estate, there was one thing she was certain of, however. She knew that the ogling
            baron couldn’t hazard a guess about the color of her eyes or the type of flower she wore in her hair. But she would lay odds
            that he’d be able to describe every gather, stitch and ruffle along the heart-shaped edge of her pale pink bodice.
         

         
         “I must say, your misfortune is my great fortune,” Chedworth said for the third time that evening . . . to her breasts.

         
         Her breasts offered no reply, but secretly wished they were adorned in porcupine quills that could fire at will.

         
         “Once the gentlemen see such a lovely specimen upon my arm, they will be positively green with envy.”

         
         “A bug under glass is a specimen,” Thea said sharply. “We are women, my lord.”

         
         “You are too right, Miss Hartley. I see my error and shall amend my statement to two lovely specimens.”
         

         
         With one hand on the hilt of her cane, Lady Broadbent laid the other on his proffered arm and offered a tight smile that did
            not reach her glaring eyes. “Your kindness and generosity are as charitable as a single drop of rain in the desert, Chedworth.”
         

         
         “Think nothing of it,” he said, the insult soaring over his head. “As your humble servant, I daresay, I am already looking
            forward to escorting you back to town. My only regret is that I cannot make the journey last longer so that I can enjoy your
            delightful company for more than half an hour. Rest assured, upon our return, I shall divert you with news of my latest acquisition
            at Tattersall’s. Fine pair of high-steppers. Set me back a pretty penny. Though, I aim to be rather plump in the pocket after
            this evening’s games.”
         

         
         His boasting paused only for a moment as the servants led them inside and took their wraps. But as soon as they mounted the
            stairs for the ballroom, he began again.
         

         
         “You must allow me to take you on a tour of the park in my barouche, Miss Hartley.”

         
         “I really cannot—”

         
         “I refuse to take no for an answer,” he interrupted with smug self-assurance. “While I would never consider the offer as remuneration
            for my gallant rescue this evening as that would be ungentlemanly, I would however state that your own conveyance will not
            likely be at your disposal for a number of days. Therefore, I cannot allow you to miss any of the excitement of London.”
         

         
         “I believe you’ve forgotten that it was your own driver’s negligence that incapacitated the countess’s carriage,” Thea said tersely. But it was no use. 

         
         The pompous arse was already walking away and hailing a newly arrived acquaintance, presumably overwhelmed with the need to
            talk about his high-steppers.
         

         
         The instant he was out of earshot, Thea grumbled, “Conceited wretch.”

         
         “Insufferable bore,” Lady Broadbent said at the same time. They exchanged a wry glance. “Fear not. I will do my utmost to
            find another party to convey us to my townhouse.”
         

         
         “That will save me the trouble of stealing into the kitchen for a knife to cut off my own ears before we depart.”

         
         “Always so morbid, my dear,” the countess tutted, yet there was a distinct smile tucked into the corner of her mouth. “Now
            then, let us make the most of our evening.”
         

         
         “The only way to do that would be to leave, posthaste,” Thea muttered as they neared a pair of white-glazed doors, open to
            reveal the glow of the room beyond.
         

         
         For that remark, she received a small rap on the wrist from the countess’s fan. “You know very well that it would have been
            bad form for us not to attend, considering we all hail from Addlewick.”
         

         
         “Bad form? Nell stuffed my sister in a closet and left her there.” And Verity had always had trouble with confined spaces.

         
         What Nell had done was unforgivable.

         
         “Agreed. However, my grandson settled that matter by returning the favor to the former Miss Hunnicutt before he and Verity
            eloped to Gretna Green. Besides, it has been three years and a good deal might have changed— Good gracious!” Lady Broadbent stopped with a jolt in the doorway.
         

         
         Thea did the same, her mouth falling slack as she surveyed the ballroom. She barely took note of the butler announcing them.

         
         Gold was . . . everywhere. Drapes, mirror frames, the terrace doors. Golden chandeliers hung from the vaulted ceiling. Wall sconces flickered behind yellowed glass, giving off a jaundice glow to the dozens of guests milling about in evening finery, feathered headdresses seeming to vacillate drunkenly from the blinding overabundance of gilding. Even the potted palms hadn’t been spared, their fronds painted and wilting. 

         
         “I never thought gold could be grotesque, but this looks as though someone slayed Midas, his aureate blood splattering over
            the—”
         

         
         “Althea,” the countess chided.
         

         
         Sheepishly, she looked askance to her ever-dignified chaperone. “Too dark?”

         
         “Much too dark. Keep in mind that what is accepted in the more dramatic circles in which you were reared will not likely earn
            you favor with influential members of society in attendance this evening. And while my good name can open many doors, it is
            not a battering ram.”
         

         
         In other words, there were many people who still associated the Hartley name with scandal.

         
         “Understood.” Thea squinted down at the gilded room as they descended the stairs. “Even so, you must admit that Nell’s attempt
            at letting the ton know that she’s done well for herself is a bit overstated.”
         

         
         “What matters is that she has made a good match. She now has a husband and a home. If I recall, those were your only requirements
            before we embarked on this third Season.” As the soles of their slippers touched down onto cold white marble tiles, she turned
            to face her, arching one dove gray brow. “Unless, of course . . . you’ve changed your mind.”
         

         
         In the hopeful lilt in Lady Broadbent’s voice, it was clear that she was asking if Thea had decided to marry for love, as
            was the tradition of the Hartley family. But falling in love wasn’t something she was interested in. At all.
         

         
         “I have not.”

         
         Lady Broadbent issued a nod and drew in a breath as if the task before her was akin to pushing a boulder uphill.

         
         Then her keen gaze skimmed over the gentlemen milling around the ballroom in their black superfine, high shirt points and
            snowy cravats, and to the others gathered beyond the gilded archway of a card room and puffing on cigars.
         

         
         Some ingrained part of Thea revolted against the idea of beginning this entire ordeal again.

         
         What she truly wanted was to find her inspiration. To feel it humming inside her like a living breathing fire again. And she
            would do anything to get it back.
         

         
         Nevertheless, she also knew that she needed a roof over her head. Unfortunately, bankers weren’t doling out houses to poor
            unmarried, albeit well-bred, women. It just so happened that they required actual money instead of a list of accomplishments,
            she thought dryly.
         

         
         Of course, at one time, she’d imagined herself a successful playwright with money of her own . . .

         
         Which brought her back to this Season and her hunt for a husband.

         
         Although, if this quest turned out to be as soul crushing as her artistic aspirations, she would have to consider using her
            accomplishments to find a post as a governess.
         

         
         The chorus chimed in with a laugh. Accomplishments? Like the list of vulgar words and phrases that you learned during your French lessons? The way you paint
               a landscape and no one can decipher what it is? Or would it be how you made the dancing master give up his profession?

         
         As if sensing the downward spiral of her mood, Lady Broadbent linked arms with her and steered them toward the open terrace doors. “Before we begin, let us take a breath of fresh air. I know for a fact that Beaucastle employs an excellent gardener. I’m certain that the view will be quite—” She stopped at the balustrade and squinted at the birds waddling around the garden. “Are those . . .” 

         
         “Golden geese,” Thea concluded, horrified, though not entirely surprised. Ordering a servant to dye-dip live birds seemed
            like something Nell would do. “Do you think it will wash off?”
         

         
         “I should hope so. And I believe the birds are of the same opinion, for they are making their way toward the gilded fountain
            as we speak.”
         

         
         It was just like Nell not to think of anyone or anything other than her own vain desire to appear better than everyone else.
            To Thea, it seemed unfair that horrible people often received exactly what they wanted.
         

         
         “Impressive, is it not, Miss Hartley?” a feminine voice purred from just over her shoulder.

         
         “Actually, I was thinking—”

         
         The rest of Thea’s opinion stalled on her lips as she turned to find the newly minted marchioness, grinning like a cat who
            had a mouse beneath her paw. But it wasn’t the expression that made her speechless.
         

         
         While Nell had always bragged about dressing at the height of fashion, the layers upon layers of gold taffeta did nothing
            for her stick-straight form. In fact, she resembled a chimney brush. To top it off, her yellow hair was twisted into Apollo
            knots with open braids on either side.
         

         
         So, a chimney brush with handles, then, Thea thought, holding back an enormous bubble of laughter. She had to press her lips
            together to keep it from escaping.
         

         
         “How good it is to see you doing so well, Lady Beaucastle,” the countess interjected.

         
         “Lady Broadbent, I am honored that you would accept my humble invitation,” Nell said, a simpering grin on her equine countenance. “And Althea, I’m so glad you are here for yet another Season. Your third, is it not?” She tutted as if they were old friends. “But never fear, there are a number of gentlemen in attendance this evening. I would be glad to introduce you. If I have the chance.”
         

         
         “That won’t be necessary, I’m sure.”

         
         Thea would never forgive herself if she met her future husband at Nell’s soiree.

         
         “How delightfully naive we are when we are still unwed. Is that not so, my lady?” she asked on a tittering laugh, looking
            to the dignified countess in commiseration.
         

         
         The austere Lady Broadbent gave no reply.

         
         That did not deter Nell one bit. “As a married woman and mistress of a great and affluent household, I understand what is required to catch a husband. It takes the art of subtlety.
            Men respond to that, you know.” She made a show of adjusting her glove and trilling her fingers so the stacks of bejeweled
            rings glinted in the sconce light. “Of course, you and your sisters, with your need to be the center of attention wherever
            you go, likely wouldn’t understand. There are so many things I could teach you. And how is your family, by the by? Still performing
            their little plays on the lawn?”
         

         
         Thea’s amusement fled, but she bared her teeth in some cousin of a smile. “How strange that you should mention a play, for
            I heard a rumor that you staged a scene of your own to secure Beaucastle. I believe it involved a house party and a turned
            ankle, did it not? Apparently, you’d taken quite the tumble.”
         

         
         Twin blotches of pink colored Nell’s cheeks. Then she laughed again, the sound high and strained as if she were being strangled
            to death. If only.

         
         “I have no idea to what you are referring,” she said. “And besides, I’d heard that you were seen following a certain celebrated playwright like a lost puppy . . . until you suddenly scampered back home in the middle of last Season. Hmm. Why was that, I wonder? Oh, but after years of the Hartley name being embroiled in scandal, I’m certain no one gave it a second thought.” 

         
         Thea felt herself pale, her throat thick.

         
         Nell’s gaze turned malevolently bright, her handles twitching as she preened and fluffed her chimney brush bristles.

         
         “I forget, Lady Beaucastle,” the countess intoned. “How many Seasons did you have? Six? Or was it seven? Not that it matters,
            of course.” She executed a dismissive wave of her fan. “You found yourself a fine husband. And I can say that with authority
            because the marquess actually courted me, back when I was a mere debutante. In fact, he and my late husband attended university
            together . . . with your grandfather.”
         

         
         Nell’s condescending expression fell.

         
         With an audible swallow, her gaze flitted over the countess’s fine wrinkles and dove gray coiffure. “Isn’t that . . . interesting?”

         
         “Yes, quite.” Her fan closed with a snap.

         
         “Well, I must be off. After all, a hostess of such a great house has many duties. Including the fact that my cousin will be
            making her debut this evening. Since I have such an influential position in society, I thought it only right to sponsor her.”
         

         
         “Your cousin is fortunate, indeed. Miss Hartley and I look forward to making her acquaintance. Pray, which debutante is she?”

         
         Somewhat mollified, Nell pulled her lips over her horse teeth into a moue. “Portia will be making a grand entrance just before
            dinner. Now, if you will excuse me, I have many important guests to greet.”
         

         
         As she flounced away, Lady Broadbent turned to Thea and said, “I do hope you write a grisly demise for her character in your
            next play.”
         

         
         “A beheading, do you think?”

         
         “Much too quick.”

         
         That response brought a grin to her lips and eased some of her tension. “You’re positively diabolical, my lady.”

         
         “I’ve never liked that girl. A pity that she’s done so well for herself.”

         
         “She married a man old enough to be her grandfather. She could not possibly lo—” Thea stopped.

         
         “Love him?” Lady Broadbent finished for her. Before Thea could utter a denial, the countess linked their arms and began to take
            a tour of the room. “Regardless of what Lady Beaucastle may or may not feel for her husband, she delighted in reminding us
            that this is your third Season. I doubt she will be the only one. And without needling a sore point, I’m sure neither you nor I thought we would
            be in this predicament.”
         

         
         Because both of them had been certain that Sir Kellum Archer would propose, Thea thought glumly, feeling the prick of that
            needle all the same.
         

         
         “Granted, considering your artistic sensibilities, I had accepted more invitations from hostesses with similar inclinations.
            Primarily those with connections to the theatre,” the countess continued, her steps punctuated by the tip of her cane on the
            tiles. “But traveling the same path as before will not yield the desired result. Therefore, I believe it’s time we explored
            new avenues.”
         

         
         Yet, part of her was also wary of taking a path that might ensure that her creative spark remained dim forever.

         
         Thinking about the last year, about all the months she’d spent in Addlewick feeling estranged from her old life and uncertain
            about the future, Thea liked the idea of something new. She wanted to leave the past far behind her and prove to Kellum that
            she wasn’t the naive country bumpkin he thought she
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