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        Lancashire England, 1813

      

      

      

      After another failed season, Lady Annabelle Lindlow was more than pleased to join her cousins at their grandmother’s country house. The rambling estate near the Irish Sea was the perfect place to hide from failure and recuperate from disappointments.

      Both of which the previous season provided in spades.

      Annie had hoped it would be her season to find love. At the very least, she had wished to dance and flirt with handsome gentlemen. But then, she wasn’t the bold sort. And as such, had spent most of the season with the wallflowers.

      Annie blew a stray curl from her eye as she glanced up at her cousins. Eva, Lilli, and Henrietta had fared no better than she. All of them remained unwed and without serious suitors as the season concluded—a situation which none of their parents would allow them to forget.

      Not that any of them needed reminders. Annie was certain her cousins felt the disappointment of failure just as sharply as she did.

      But the Lancashire countryside and their dear Gran would prove the perfect reprieve. In fact, they already had. Annie’s spirits had lifted considerably since she arrived at Gran’s a sennight past. Lancashire magic, Annie called it. There was simply something in the air that lifted her spirits.

      She closed the lid of the old oak trunk she’d been digging through, then stood and dusted her hands on her skirt. “There is nothing save for old gowns and frills in that one.”

      “N-nothing here either,” Eva, Miss Evangelina Payne, said. Eva suffered from a slight stutter, which started in childhood and had never quite been corrected.

      In Annie’s opinion, it made Eva unique and added to her charm. However, one could not help but wonder what role Eva’s stutter played in her inability to find a husband.

      She smiled at Eva, then looked across Gran’s attic to where Henrietta and Lilliana searched. “Shall we go see how they are fairing?”

      Eva nodded as she pushed herself up, then dusted her bum. “I’d wager n-no one has b-been up here in at least a century.” Ha-Chu. Eva brought her hand up to capture her sneeze. “It’s quite d-d-dusty.”

      “Indeed, though I’d wager the servants venture here at least a couple times a year,” Annie said as she strolled beside Eva.

      The four of them had come up to the attic searching for painting supplies for Henrietta. Old canvases and brushes Gran said were packed away. Of course, Gran had offered to send a servant to retrieve the supplies, but Lilliana had insisted the girls go in search of them.

      Lilli was a romantic dreamer, with an adventurous nature. And this was just the sort of thing she thrived on.

      She’d thought going up to the attic would prove an excellent diversion. They had all agreed at the time and eagerly embraced the adventure—that had been no less than an hour ago and before they’d realized what a dusty and cumbersome mission they had undertaken.

      Annie, for one, was over the adventure. She desperately wished to return to her room and order a bath. “Have you found them?” She called to Henrietta and Lilli.

      Henrietta held up a canvas painting of a young lady but shook her head, dark blue eyes shining in the dim light of the attic. “No, but I discovered a trove of paintings. Look, I think this one is of Gran.” She peaked over the top of the canvas, a slight grin tugging at her lips. “I wonder who painted it?”

      Eva stepped closer, her head angled as she studied the painting.

      “Whoever the artist is, he was quite good,” Henrietta said.

      Eva grinned, her gaze moving to Henrietta’s, “You are j-just as good.”

      Henrietta sighed. “Someday, perhaps.” She sat the canvas aside. “With more practice.”

      Annie fanned her face with her hand. “It is stifling up here. Please tell me the supplies were with that painting?”

      Henrietta’s shoulders slumped. “I’m afraid I cannot.”

      Annie wrapped her arm around Henrietta’s shoulders. “Now we have the perfect excuse for an excursion into the village.” She gave Henrietta a slight squeeze. “Surely fresh supplies are preferable to dusty old ones.”

      Lilli looked at them from where she sat perched on an old oak trunk, her hazel eyes full of excitement. “Come see what I found.” A small trinket box shaped like a treasure chest sat on her knees, its red velvet lined lid propped open. She held a piece of parchment in her hands. “It’s a love letter.” She grinned.

      “From who?” Eva asked.

      “To who?” Annie asked.

      Henrietta reached for the parchment. “Let me see?”

      “R-read it aloud,” Eva said as she stared over Henrietta’s shoulder.

      Dearest Theodora,

      My heart aches for you every moment we are apart. You are my first thought each morning, and I fall asleep with your image in my mind. My heart beats only for you, and knowing that your love is true makes my days bearable. Until we are together again, know that I love you, that I miss you, and that I long to be at your side.

      Ever yours,

      A—

      “Isn’t it romantic?” Lilli clutched her hands to her breast. “And there is more.” She reached into the trinket box and pulled out a rough pink stone. “What do you suppose it means?”

      Annie took the stone from Lilli and turned it over in her palm as she studied it. “Perhaps the gentleman gave it to Gran? Do you suppose A is Grandpa?”

      “His name was Leonard,” Henrietta said. “Though he could have been using his surname.”

      “Shall we take these to Gran and ask her about them?” Lilli asked.

      Eva’s eyes rounded. “S-she may not like that we d-dug through her personal things.”

      “Nonsense,” Annie said. “Gran gave us permission to search up here. We cannot help what we found.”

      “All in favor of asking Gran,” Lilli said, and held her hand out.

      Annie laid her hand over Lilli’s. “I.”

      “I.” Henrietta seconded as she rested her hand on top of Annie’s.

      Annie held her breath as she looked at Eva. They would not proceed without her. The four of them had always followed an all-or-none philosophy.

      Eva stepped closer, her gaze on their hands. “I,” she said, then reluctantly laid her hand on top of Henrietta’s.

      “Let us go at once,” Lilli said, pulling her hand back. She placed the stone and letter back in the trinket box and stood.

      The four of them left the attic, then raced for the parlor. Lilli clutched their prize to her chest, and the rest of them held fast to their questions as they sprinted through the house.

      Annie’s heart pounded, and a broad smile pulled at her lips as they raced into the parlor. She and Eva bumping against each other as they sailed through the door.

      Gran looked up from her book, one brow raised in question and a glint of amusement in her eyes. “Why are you running like a pack of unseemly children? Has something happened?”

      Annie shook her head, “No.”

      “Yes!” Lilli exclaimed, then plopped down on the settee beside Gran. “We found this,” she said as she held the trinket box out to Gran.

      Gran’s eyes clouded as she took the box, then her lips turned up, causing the fine lines at the corners of her warm green eyes to crinkle. “I haven’t seen this in years,” she said.

      Annie strode to the chair across from Gran and lowered herself into it. Henrietta took the brocade armchair beside her while Eva went to stand beside Gran.

      None of them spoke as Gran opened the box and reached inside. She pulled out the pink stone and folded her fingers over it, her eyes closing for a heartbeat before she retrieved the letter.

      Annie held her breath as Gran opened the folded parchment. She pressed her lips together to keep from speaking while Gran read the long-ago words. Just when Annie thought she could not remain quiet any longer, Gran glanced up from the letter.

      “Where did you find this?” She asked no one in particular.

      Lilli bounced on the settee beside Gran. “I found it in one of the attic trunks. Who wrote it?”

      Gran’s smile broadened. “Your grandfather wrote it to me while we were courting.”

      “I knew it,” Annie exclaimed. “Did he give you the stone as well?”

      Gran shook her head. “It was the other way around, dearest. The stone gave me Grandpa.” She unfolded her fingers, revealing the treasure once more. “This is not just any stone. It is rose quartz, the stone of love.”

      “It’s magical?” Lilli asked, her eyes lighting with excitement.

      Henrietta huffed a breath. “Nonsense. There is no such thing as magic.”

      “But of course there is,” Annie argued.

      “Hush, and I will tell you all about it.” Gran relaxed back against the settee. “When I was a young debutante, I too went more than my share of seasons without garnering much interest from the gentlemen. One summer, after a particularly disheartening season, I attended a local fair.” She closed her eyes as she continued. “I can still see the gypsy wagon, still hear the voices floating on the wind.”

      Annie sat forward and propped her chin on her hands.

      “The gypsy wagon captivated me. Odd as I’ve always been skeptical of magic and fortunes, but nonetheless, I found myself powerless against its pull. And when I drew nearer, I encountered a kind old woman with the warmest cocoa eyes I’ve ever seen. Madame Beannaithe knew before I said a word that I sought a love match. She also knew I had given up hope. To be honest, I was rattled by her perceptiveness. It was…unsettling to say the least. Yet the gentle understanding she conveyed held me captive, much like a comforting blanket on a chilly winter night. And then she showed me the stone…”

      Gran paused and held up the rough crystal. “The gypsy said the rose quartz would lead me to my true love. Unable to resist, I accepted the crystal and gave her a shilling in exchange.” Gran looked from Annie to Lilli, then from Eva to Henrietta. “And do you know what happened next?”

      “No,” Lilli said in a whisper.

      Henrietta and Annie shook their heads.

      “Do t-tell,” Eva said.

      Gran’s entire face lit, her hazel eyes sparkling. “I left the gypsy wagon and walked right into your grandfather. We never looked back, and though we faced challenges, ours was a grand love.”

      “Do you think the stone would work for us?” Lilli asked, then worried at her lower lip.

      Gran reached for Lilli’s hand and squeezed it. “I believe it to be a powerful crystal. It brought Grandpa and me together, and I believe it still holds the power to unite soulmates.”

      “H-how does it w-work?” Eva asked.

      Gran gave her a warm smile. “You simply keep it near and let the crystal do the rest. My children were so successful during their seasons that I forgot all about the quartz. I’d wager it’s been over forty years since I held it.”

      She leaned forward and placed the pink crystal on the mahogany table in front of her. “I want you girls to have it. Take turns with it until all four of you have found love.”

      Annie could not help herself. She leaned forward and took hold of the stone. Rubbing her finger over the rough surface, she glanced at her cousins. “Who should go first?”

      “I am in no hurry,” Henrietta said, then pressed her lips together and shook her head.

      Eva averted her gaze. “I don’t w-wish to e-either.”

      “You have possession, Annie. Why not start with you?” Lilli said as she pushed a blond curl from her forehead. “Plus, you are the oldest. It would make sense to take turns based on age.” She glanced at Gran, who gave a firm nod. “Annie first, then Henrietta followed by Eva and me.”

      “Agreed?” Annie asked, her pulse thumping wildly. Once all of her cousins gave their agreement, she tucked the stone into her glove. Perhaps when they went to the village, she could have it placed on a chain? Or would that ruin its magic? “Gran, can the stone be altered? Placed on a chain perhaps, and worn as a necklace?”

      “It is not the shape of the stone that holds power, but the very essence of the quartz. The gypsy told me that Aphrodite herself is responsible for the existence of the stone and as the goddess of love, gives it its power.”

      “Then I would like to have it put on a chain… if no one objects.” Annie rubbed the lump in her glove where the stone now pressed against her wrist.

      “It is a splendid idea, just do not get too used to wearing it. I’d like to have my turn before the next season starts,” Lilli teased, a crooked grin pulling at her lips.

      “I have no doubt you shall,” Gran said. “It is a powerful stone.” She turned her attention to Henrietta. “You will soon believe.”

      Annie hoped Gran was right.
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        Lancashire England, 1813

        The following morning…

      

      

      Lady Annabelle Lindlow clutched the rose quartz in her gloved palm as she stepped into the jeweler’s shop. She’d insisted on having the stone placed on a chain while her cousins purchased paint supplies and visited the haberdashery.

      Annie smiled at the jeweler as she approached the counter. “Good day, Mr. Farthington.”

      Mr. Farthington returned her smile, grey eyes sparkling. His face was creased with wrinkles and his hair had long ago turned white. He pushed his spectacles further up his nose, then said, “Good day. How may I be of help, Lady Annabelle?”

      Annie unfolded her fingers to reveal the rose quartz. “I would like to have this put on a chain. However, I do not wish to alter the stone in any way.”

      Annie and her cousins, Eva, Lilli, and Henrietta, had all agreed it would be best to keep the stone exactly as it was. They did not wish to see it cut or drilled into. Not because they feared it would affect the magic of the quartz, but because they felt it was too special to Gran. A testament to the love she and Grandpa had shared. It would be a tragedy to see it changed, according to Lilli, and the rest of them quite agreed.

      “Would it be possible to put it on a chain without altering the stone?” Annie asked.

      Mr. Farthington leaned over her hand and looked closer at the stone. He reached for Annie’s treasure, then paused. “May I?”

      “Oh yes, of course,” she said, stretching her hand closer to him.

      He picked the stone up and turned it over in his weathered hand. “Rose quartz.”

      Annie nodded her head, even though it was more of an observation than a question.

      He held the pink stone up, allowing light to bathe the quartz and shine through. “I can nestle it in silver or gold, then put it on a chain. Which would you prefer, Lady Annabelle?”

      “Hum… Gold, I believe. Will it take a terribly long time?”

      “Not at all, my lady. Perhaps fifteen, maybe as much as thirty minutes. By the time you finish your shopping, I will have it ready.”

      Annie grinned, then said, “If you do not mind, I think I shall wait here.”

      “Very good. I will work as quickly as possible.” He turned and started toward the back of the shop.

      “No need to rush,” Annie called after him. While she wished to see the stone on a chain, she had no desire to put undo stress on Mr. Farthington. Her remaining in the shop had far more to do with a lack of enthusiasm for the haberdashery than a reluctance to part with the quartz. Annie much preferred to spend her time looking at baubles and jewels. She’d always been partial to things that sparkled and shone.

      Annie turned her attention to the counter where glistening rows of rings were displayed on a bed of black velvet covered by display glass. She resisted the urge to press her palms to the glass as she admired a glistening ruby set with diamonds. Mama owned a similar one Father had gifted to her upon Annie’s birth that would one day be passed to her.

      “Which one has you so enraptured?”

      Annie jumped at the unexpected intrusion and pivoted to face the voice, her hand flying to her chest.

      “Dear me, I did not intend to startle you.” A tall man with laughing cerulean-blue eyes and ink black hair said.

      She lowered her hand from her chest and smiled. “I am quite recovered now.”

      “And I am glad of it.” He returned her smile. “Allow me to introduce myself. I am The Duke of Rutland.” He gave a bow, then met her gaze. “And you are?”

      She knew the name—more importantly, knew his reputation. She could not help but acknowledge the inappropriateness of their current interaction, but given her knowledge of the duke, albeit limited, she was not at all surprised by his behavior. Regardless, she could not give a duke the cut direct.

      Inhaling, she dipped a curtsey and said, “Lady Annabelle Lindlow.”

      “I will call you Lady Ann,” he pronounced as he captured her hand, then pressed his lips to her knuckles. “It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance.”

      Even through her glove, Annie felt the heat of his lips. An odd warmth spread through her and for a moment she felt almost faint.

      Ridiculous.

      He released her hand, and she shook off the odd sensation. Finding her tongue, she rebuked the duke, saying, “I will refer to you as Your Grace, and you must call me Lady Annabelle.” She’d not become his next conquest.

      How ridiculous of her. She’d only just met the duke and was not likely to see him again. She did not move in his circle. Besides, she was not what one would consider a diamond. She was passably pretty, but not the sort a duke would set his eye on.

      “Perhaps you could help me, Lady Ann. I am here to purchase a necklace for a special woman and believe your input would be most invaluable.”

      She huffed an unladylike breath. The duke clearly intended to ignore her edict and call her by whatever name he wished. More insulting, he’d just asked her to help choose a bauble for some unnamed woman, likely his mistress.

      Even so, she could not take her gaze from him. He was the most handsome man she’d ever beheld. No wonder woman threw themselves at him. The fact made him completely wrong for her. Annie would never entertain a rogue, let alone marry one.

      Completely ridiculous. His Grace had not, nor would he ever, show an interest in her. She must be addlepated. This was all her fault. Had Annie gone to the haberdasher’s and joined her cousins, she would not be in this situation. She glanced toward the door to where her footman stood, then looked back to the duke.

      “Your Grace, I fear I would not be the best judge of which piece your lady would prefer.”

      “There is only one way to find out.” His smile broadened, and he nodded toward the necklace display. “Shall we?”

      Her stomach fluttered and cheeks warmed at the way he gazed at her. She swallowed, hard. “Very well,” Annie said, before moving toward the display. No harm would come from her selecting a necklace. Even if it was for a woman of ill repute. Once she helped the duke, he would disappear from her life. God willing, he would take the strange feelings he elicited in her with him.

      Tearing her gaze from his, she forced herself to focus on the necklaces. “Does she have a favorite stone?”

      “I am remiss in the fact that I do not know. However, her eyes are the shade of sapphires.”

      Annie bit back a sharp reply and moved her attention to the sapphire necklaces. She’d never met a mistress, but heard they enjoyed gaudy jewelry. The sorts of things they could sell in a pinch should they find themselves without a benefactor and low on funds.

      Her eye settled on a necklace made of thick gold with a large sapphire at the design’s peak and at least three dozen smaller ones dispersed throughout the design. She pointed at the necklace in the display case. “Perhaps…” her words trailed off as she dashed her finger down two rows. “This one.”

      It had occurred to her last minute that his woman may be a widow. Or God help the lady, perhaps she was a debutante, and he was courting her. Either way, the gaudy necklace may not do at all. Regardless, Annie did not care what he gave his paramour. She simply wanted to be done with this.

      He stepped closer and peered over her shoulder. The scent of him wrapped around her—bergamot and mint, and something entirely too masculine. Before she could stop herself, she inhaled deeply.

      What the devil was wrong with her?

      “You have my compliments, Lady Ann. That is the perfect bauble for this particular lady.” The duke’s breath brushed her ear, sending a shiver through her.

      The shop door opened before she could process what had happened and her cousins spilled into the small space. “Are you nearly finished, Annie?” Lilli called out, then came to a quick halt. Her gaze went to the duke’s.

      Henrietta and Eva stood a few paces behind her, their attention also firmly ensconced on the duke.

      Annie forced a bright smile, then moved toward her cousins as if the duke did not exist. “Mr. Farthington should have it ready in a dash.”

      Lilli narrowed her gaze on Annie, then turned to the duke and smiled. “Please excuse our rudeness, Your Grace. In our haste, we did not realize that others may be inside the shop.”

      “Do not fret over it, Lady Lilliana.” He took her hand and dropped a quick kiss to her knuckles. “It is always a pleasure to cross paths with you.”

      “Always the charmer are you not?” A small laugh escaped her.

      “Dear me,” he said, placing his hand on his chest and looking innocent. “I would not want to give your companions a poor impression of me.”

      “Never that,” Lilli said, her voice teasing. “On that note, allow me to introduce you to my cousins.” Lilli turned to face them. “I am honored to present Miss Henrietta Sutton and Miss Evangelina Payne.” Lilli’s gaze shifted to Annie. “I trust you have already met Lady Annabelle Lindlow?”

      The duke nodded his conformation then bowed. “It is an honor, Miss Payne. Miss Sutton.”

      Lilli waved her hand toward the duke. “It is my pleasure to introduce the Duke of Rutland.”

      Henrietta and Eva dipped into curtsies. “The honor is ours, Your Grace.”

      Annie eyed Lilli suspiciously. How did her vivacious cousin know the duke? More importantly, why did Annie care?

      Before she could ponder the thoughts, Mr. Farthington emerged from the back room.

      “Your Grace, how may I be of service?” Mr. Farthington asked as he pushed his spectacles further up his nose.

      The duke leaned on his walking stick. “Please see to the ladies first.”

      “Indeed, yes. It will take but a moment, Your Grace.” Mr. Farthington stepped up to the counter. The rose quartz in his weathered hand. “Lady Annabelle, I do trust this meets your expectations.” He said, then held the necklace out for her approval.

      “It is perfect, Mr. Farthington.” Annie accepted the necklace, wrapping her fingers around the quartz. “Please put it on my father’s account.”

      Mr. Farthington nodded. “As you wish, my lady.”

      Annie smiled at the jeweler, then strode from the shop, but not before glancing at the duke one last time. She’d swear lightning flashed between them when his eyes met hers.

      What utter nonsense.

      Henrietta and Eva peppered Lilli with questions about the duke as they entered the carriage.

      “How do you know the duke?” Henrietta asked.

      Lilli smiled. “His father and mine attended Eton together and continued a friendship thereafter.”

      “D-does he have siblings?” Eva asked.

      “A sister. She is younger, but I believe she will make her come out next season. She could have launched this season but decided not to.”

      “Why ever would she choose not to?” Henrietta asked, her gaze narrowed.

      “If the gossip is true, she wishes for her brother to marry first. The lady fears his reputation will hinder her prospects.”

      Annie could not help but listen to what Lilli had to say, and the last bit came as no surprise. The duke was a known rogue, a perpetual flirt, and too handsome by far.

      “His estate m-must be nearby.” Eva commented.

      “Indeed, he has a castle about forty minutes away by carriage. I imagine he makes the ride to town in under thirty by horse.”

      Henrietta slid her gaze to Annie and asked, “Does he intend to marry this year?”

      Lilli waved her hand. “I could not say. Though I hope for his sister’s sake that he does.” She turned her mischievous grin on Annie.

      Annie was not surprised that he had yet to give any indication of seeking a bride, and imagined most all the ladies who knew him were eagerly awaiting the day. The thought caused an unwelcome prick of jealousy to well within her.

      This was ridiculous. She sighed as she settled into the carriage. This sudden interest of hers could not lead anywhere. The duke was not for her, regardless of how he made her feel. She would do well to forget about him.

      “He’s the one,” Lilli announced.

      Annie gave Lilli a cautious gaze, one brow arched in question. “The one?” She asked.

      Lilli bounced in her seat. “The Duke of Rutland.” She beamed at Annie. “You will be a duchess!”

      “Nonsense,” Annie snapped, then cringed at her fierce reaction.

      “I believe the lady protests over much,” Henrietta said, tapping her finger to her cheek. Her gaze narrowed on Annie. “You like him.”

      Annie shook her head, but knew the denial would be fruitless. Abandoning the effort, she fastened the rose quartz around her neck and smiled. “Only a fool would deny how attractive His Grace is, but he is not for me. The quartz will lead me to my true love and I promise you, whoever the gentleman is, he won’t be a rogue.”

      Annie knew the difference between being attracted to a gentleman and liking a gentleman. She could scarcely deny her attraction, but she most definitely did not like the duke.

      “Perhaps…” Henrietta said, her voice trailing off.

      “Or perhaps you are destined to be the Duchess of Rutland.” Lilli smirked. “One never does know.”

      “I…” Annie shook her head. There was no use arguing with Lilli. She was ever the romantic optimist and once she had something in mind, no one could sway her.

      “Gran will delight in this news,” Lilli said, clapping her hands together.

      “Rubbish.” Annie said as she sat forward, her expression serious. “There is no news. What’s more, I will probably never see him again.”

      “But of course you will. Both Gran and I are well acquainted with the duke. We will ensure…”

      Annie ignored Lilli and huffed in the most unladylike way as she slumped back against the padded carriage seat and closed her eyes. There would be no stopping Lilli now. She would most certainly tell Gran and they would conspire to put Annie and the duke together. But they could do nothing to force the suite. Nor would they.

      Annie would simply allow the quartz to do its magic and if the duke came round, she would do her best to ignore him. She opened her eyes and forced a small smile. “Let us speak of something else.”

      “Of course.” Eva reached out and patted her hand in understanding.
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      Evan Colborne, fifth Duke of Rutland, turned the invitation over in his hand. The Dowager Countess of Birchwood was hosting a house party. How fortuitous as he’d been hoping to encounter the lovely Lady Ann again.

      He could not deny his curiosity where she was concerned. Three days had passed since his encounter with her at the jeweler’s and still he thought about her. Worse, she had invaded his dreams. Despite the lady’s behavior toward him at the jewelers, there had been an undeniable spark between them.

      This was quite possibly his only opportunity to further their acquaintance. Evan looked up and held the invitation out toward a nearby footman. “Send my acceptance and notify my driver. We will depart at one of the clock tomorrow.”

      “Right away, Your Grace.” The footman took the invitation, then bowed before backing from the room.

      The Dowager Countess of Birchwood’s estate was a mere forty minutes from his own. It would make for a quick trip. Evan’s only regret was that he could not arrive today. Or rather, he should not arrive today. Of course, Lady Birchwood would welcome him whenever he graced her doorstep. Not only was he a duke, but they were also well acquainted.

      Still, her invitation read tomorrow, and he had no wish to disrupt her plans. Nor would he want to appear too eager or presumptuous. One more day of memories, followed by another night of dreams, would scarcely harm him.

      Evan rose, then strode from his office. Mother would likely be having tea in the blue salon. He meant to join her and appraise her of their travel plans. With a decided spring in his step, he made his way through the house to the blue salon. His hessian clad feet came to a halt when he reached the door.

      Mother was not alone. Worse, he heard Lady Montgomerys voice. He had no wish to entertain a room full of women, Lady Montgomery in particular, so he turned away, hoping he’d not been seen.

      “Your Grace, do join us,” Mother called out, her tone more of a command than anything else.

      How the devil had she known it was him? Her back was to the door. All the same, Evan forced a smile and strode into the room. “I did not wish to interrupt.”

      “Nonsense.” Mother waved her hand. “Lady Charlotte and Lady Montgomery are here. I know I speak for us collectively when I say your presence is most welcome.”

      “Indeed.” His sister patted the cushion next to her. “Join us.”

      Evan nodded his assent. He could never deny Elizabeth anything. He turned to the Countess Montgomery and her daughter, then gave a bow. “Good afternoon, ladies.”

      “Your Grace,” they greeted, their voices dripping with honey. Lady Montgomery gave a cunning smile as Lady Charlotte averted her gaze.

      Mother pointed her fan toward the brocade covered chair across from Lady Charlotte. “Sit and Lady Charlotte will prepare your tea.” She turned her gaze to Lady Charlotte. “She is an accomplished hostess.”

      Lady Charlotte gave a slight smile as she stood, then moved to the tea tray.

      Ignoring Mother’s wishes, he took the seat next to Elizabeth, but gave a friendly nod toward Lady Charlotte. “Of that I have no doubt.” Evan said, his tone dry. Mother had been pushing him to marry for several years, but had grown more insistent of late. It had not taken long for Evan to determine Mother’s chosen bride for him was Lady Charlotte.

      Unfortunately for Mother, he had no interest in taking Lady Charlotte to wife. He did not find her lacking in grace or beauty. Lady Charlotte was a pleasant woman with impeccable manners and golden curls, but no spark existed between them.

      He wanted his wife to be intelligent and share some of his interests. He wanted a passionate woman in and out of the bedchamber. Lady Charlotte was like a well-trained monkey without a thought of her own.

      When Evan married, it would be to a passionate woman. One who lit his blood on fire and ignited his emotions and challenged his thoughts on every level. His future wife would be his counterbalance. A woman who he could not live without. He wanted a partner, a friend, and a lover. He desired a woman who would challenge him.

      Evan wanted to find his soul mate.

      A woman like Ann.

      Where the devil had that thought come from?

      Evan cleared his throat and accepted the teacup Lady Charlotte offered before turning back to Mother. “Lady Birchwood is to host a house party.”

      “Lady Montgomery and I were just discussing it. I take it our invitation has arrived?” She lifted her teacup and took a delicate sip.

      “Indeed,” Evan said. “We will depart at one of the clock tomorrow.” He looked at his sister and added, “Elizabeth will join us.”

      “I couldn’t.” Elizabeth protested. “I have not yet had my come out.”

      “Consider it a soft launch.” Evan patted her hand. “You are of an age that you should be in society. No one will bat a lash at your presence.”

      Elizabeth smiled. “I suppose not,” she conceded.

      “How wonderful,” Mother gave him a warning look, then nodded toward Lady Montgomery. “The Countess and Lady Charlotte received an invitation as well. What fun we shall have.”

      “Indeed.” Lady Montgomery sat her teacup on the table beside her. “We called to see whether we could expect to find you and your mother in attendance. I do not mind saying that my dear Charlotte and I look forward to spending time in your company, Your Grace.” Lady Montgomery beamed at him. “And of course Lord Montgomery will accompany us and be most pleased to find that you accepted the invitation as well.”

      Mother fluttered her fan. “House parties are such fun. Wonderful venues for making grand announcements. Engagements and such.” She slanted her gaze toward Evan, then smiled at Lady Montgomery. “Don’t you agree?”

      “The very best.” Lady Montgomery patted Lady Charlotte’s hand and grinned at Evan.

      Evan’s stomach lurched. He’d had enough of Mother putting false hopes in Lady Montgomerys mind. He’d further wager that Lady Charlotte did not have designs on him beyond her Mother’s prodding her to charm him.

      He glanced at Lady Charlotte. She was staring into her tea cup. A light blush streaked across her high cheekbones.

      Even would wager the lady was both uncomfortable and embarrassed. She had never sought his company or attention. In fact, she usually took every opportunity to escape him. A fact he was rather pleased about, for he knew she was not for him and had no wish to see her hurt.

      He narrowed his gaze on mother. Her behavior did them all a great disservice. He would put an end to it at his first opportunity. However, that opportunity would not come in the presence of Lady Charlotte and her mother.

      Evan finished his tea and excused himself.
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      Annie looked up as Gran strolled into the parlor, a piece of vellum in her hand.

      “The duke has accepted our invitation,” Gran announced as she waved the vellum like a fan. She took a seat on the carved rose wood chase beside Annie. “He and the dowager duchess shall arrive shorty before two of the clock tomorrow.”

      Lilli clapped her hands and beamed at Annie. “We must prepare.” She turned her attention to Eva and Henrietta. “Annie must be at her best if she is to catch the duke.”

      “You are mad.” Annie dropped her fan into her lap and stared incredulously at Lilli. “The duke is not my true love.”

      Gran patted Annie’s hand. “One never can predict what the rose quartz knows to be true. It will do no harm to let it work its magic. If you are correct, then nothing will come of the duke’s visit. But if you are wrong…”

      “One can do f-far worse than a dashing duke,” Eva finished for Gran. Her eyes lit with joy. “Think of it, Annie, you’d be a duchess.”

      If the duke in question were any other duke, Annie would agree. However, this particular duke could—and likely would, if given the chance—destroy her. He was a rogue, a scoundrel, a womanizer. It would not take him long to tire of her and move out of the marriage bed.

      Henrietta stood, then smoothed her pale yellow skirt. “I quite agree. There is no harm in looking your best, Annie. There will be other gentleman about as well and one never knows what might happen.”

      Lilli followed suit, coming to her feet. “Let us go select your gowns for tomorrow.” She bounced on the balls of her feet. “Come, it will be great fun.”

      “Very well,” Annie reluctantly stood, but not before Gran gave her hand a slight squeeze. “But I am not doing it for that rogue of a duke. I am thinking of the other gentlemen.”

      “They say rogues make the best husbands so long as you capture their hearts.” Lilli clasped her hands together and swayed.

      “Have you any proof of that notion?” Henrietta asked, her eyes speculative.

      “Of course not.” Lilli pursed her lips. “Or rather, yes I do. Just look at Lord and Lady Craycroft. He was a rogue and anyone can see how well she has reformed him and how happy they are.”

      Henrietta tapped her fan on her thigh. “One would be hard pressed to argue with that.” She turned her gaze to Annie. “Perhaps you should not dismiss the duke so quickly.”

      “You all are impossible,” she huffed.

      Eva paused for a moment before she stood to ask, “What o-other gentlemen are expected?”

      Gran pressed her lips together in thought, then said, “I invited all the best families from the surrounding area, as well as a few from afar. The Viscount Greenford, Marquess Farrow, Baron Homestead, Viscount Smithton, and Earl Killerford. There will be plenty of suitable gentleman about.” She waved her fan in dismissal. “Perhaps more than one of you will find a match. Go on now, prepare yourselves.”

      Appearing satisfied, Eva gave Gran a gentle smile and nodded before Lilli led them all from the parlor.

      Annie considered the gentleman Gran had mentioned as they made their way to her bedchamber. She’d met a few of them previously and had shared a pleasant dance with Lord Greenford last season
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