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      While there are those who spend their time in modest pursuits, upholding propriety befitting the lords and ladies of the ton, it would seem that for others scandal is just a sin away…
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        For my sister, Alyson.

        No one, in the history of the world, has ever laughed as hard

        at hanging pictures as we.
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      “Cut off?”

      Temperance Lindwell stared at her father, waiting for him to complete his sentence, because surely he could not mean what he had just said. Even he, blustery as he could be at times, had enough sense not to toss his own daughter out onto the street. Didn’t he?

      “Without a penny to your name.”

      Then again, perhaps she had misjudged. As he returned her stare, blatant and unapologetic, the realization that he did indeed mean what he said, settled in with startling clarity. He’d had enough. Would brook no further refusals. Had reached his limits.

      Unfortunately, however, so had she.

      “Very well then.” Temperance straightened her shoulders and gave her father a stiff nod. Now was not the time to discuss the matter or what she planned to do about it. Mother and Constance were waiting on them to leave for Lord and Lady Frontenac’s fete. Constance had been looking forward to the event all week and Temperance refused to ruin her twin sister’s excitement.

      “Then you will do as I say?” Father raised one eyebrow, not appearing convinced at her easy acquiescence. He knew her too well.

      “I will consider your ultimatum and give you my final decision on the matter by the end of the week.” She kept her voice steady, speaking to him in the same manner she had seen him use when dealing with his business associates. But in the end, all she accomplished was perhaps buying herself a little more time and no more than that. When Leopold Lindwell put a plan into action, he did not back down. He considered retreat a weakness.

      As did she. She was her father’s daughter, after all.

      And her plan was to avoid marriage this Season. And for each Season that followed. Perhaps if her parents had bothered to listen to her during the numerous times she attempted to speak to them about her reticence toward marriage, they might not have come to this crossroads of ultimatums. But they hadn’t.

      And so now, here they were.

      “You have been a constant disappointment, Temperance.” Her father sighed and shook his head.

      Constant disappointment.

      How often had she heard that in the past two years? Too many. Once upon a time, she’d been their shining star, the belle of all the balls. But that time ended the moment she’d broken her engagement with Beauregard Montgomery.

      Father had never forgiven her the embarrassment her refusal had caused him and, determined to save face, he’d whisked them all across the ocean to London. He was determined to regain standing in New York’s Society by achieving the grand coup of marrying his daughters off to titled gentlemen.

      Whether his daughters wanted to marry a titled lord and live in London, away from everything and everyone they knew, had never been discussed.

      Temperance echoed her father’s sigh and stared at the books lining the shelves along the wall. Books that belonged to someone else—the owner of the home who had let it to her family. Everything in this house, save the clothes they wore and a few other sundry items, belonged to someone else. They were interlopers into a Society that did not want them. That tolerated them only because of a loose connection to the Duke of Franklyn. Though their fortune was revered in New York, London scoffed at it. As if its newness somehow changed its value.

      Regardless, her parents expected Temperance and Constance to suffer through another Season of being looked down upon by the very ton into which they were expected to marry.

      Her father did not bother to address the deadline she’d set forth as he walked past her to the great hall where Mother and Constance waited. He expected obedience, assumed a victory not truly in evidence. In his mind, his threat of leaving her penniless on the side of a road like a pauper was sufficient to bring her to heel. He could think of no worse fate to befall her.

      But she could. And the loss of wealth and prestige she would suffer as a result were a small price to pay.

      Constance gave her a sympathetic glance when she joined them a moment later. Temperance had not discussed her plans with her sister, a fact that niggled at her. She discussed everything with her twin and vice versa. They shared a closeness Temperance had yet to experience with another individual. A trust and belief that went unrivaled. Perhaps if she could find that with a man, she might find the idea of marriage more palatable. But she knew better than to believe in a man’s lofty promises of love and trust and fidelity.

      No, marriage was not for her. She had other plans. Unfortunately, those plans included leaving Constance behind. How did she find the words to say such a thing to the one person she’d shared her entire life with—her secrets and dreams and heartbreak and humiliation? But, notwithstanding being twins and despite their close connection, they were different people. Constance had dreams of her own and, unlike Temperance, those dreams centered on marriage and family. She didn’t see either of these things as a sentence to be endured, but a pleasure and a purpose. Temperance feared her sister’s thinking might have been somewhat warped by the romantic novels she tried to hide under her pillow, but there was little to be done about that.

      Regardless, they were meant for different destinies, though the reality of this, the very thought of leaving her sister behind to avoid her father’s dictates, pained her to no end.

      The trip from their leased townhouse in Mayfair to the Frontenac’s imposing home in Grosvenor Square remained mired in a tense silence save for the conversation she and Constance shared through nothing more than their facial expressions. They had perfected the skill over the years and it proved quite beneficial when they did not wish to have their parents privy to their talks. Such as now.

      Constance raised one eyebrow. Is Father upset with you?

      Temperance twisted her mouth to one side. Like an angry bear poked with a stick.

      You being the one that held the stick, of course. Constance tilted her blonde head to one side; the fat curls brushing against her bare shoulders. Temperance had always considered her sister the pretty one, with her sweet expressions and delicate features, unlike her own, which were bolder, darker, and fiercer in their construction.

      Temperance shrugged one shoulder in response and offered an apologetic half smile.

      A sigh escaped Constance and a sad facsimile of Temperance’s half smile rested upon her lips.

      Guilt stabbed at Temperance. She did not want to hurt her sister or bring strife upon the family. But she could not go on like this, caught in a strange limbo where the life offered was not the one she wanted, and the one she wanted meant giving up the one person she held most dear.

      But what other choice did she have?
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      “I have come to loathe these things,” James said, glancing around the ballroom at Lord and Lady Frontenac’s stately home, just a handful of doors down from his own. If he was a smart man—and he liked to think he was—he would slip out to the terrace and disappear into the dark night. If he hurried, it would take but a few moments to arrive back at his own doorstep in time for a brief nightcap, a quick stop into the nursery to check on his brand new nephew, and maybe a little reading before he turned in for the night.

      Unfortunately, that scenario meant leaving his great-aunt behind and that would create its own problems. The great Lady Dalridge would not take kindly to being left high and dry.

      “They are a necessary evil,” Alex said. “Is that not what you told me near this time last year?”

      James glanced at his oldest and dearest friend—now his brother-in-law—who had the audacity to smirk at him, and weighed the pros and cons of planting a facer on him in the middle of the festivities. Likely not the best idea. His sister would be most displeased about it and he did hate disappointing her, especially so soon after she’d delivered his dear nephew, William, named after their father. “Do you not have somewhere else you can be?”

      Alex clasped his hands behind his back and shifted his feet, looking every bit the duke he would someday be. “As a matter of fact, I would much rather be at home with Hen. Unfortunately, she has banished me from the nursery this night upon claims my hovering was wearing on her last nerve.”

      “Hardly surprising. She indicated to me you were becoming rather annoying.” Then again, she’d said the same thing to him when he’d attempted to protest attending the event in favor of staying home.

      Alex shot him a sideways glare. “And she told me I had to ensure you did not try to sneak out early, so perhaps if we wish to make my wife happy with both of us, we’d best set to the task of getting through this evening and finding you a wife.”

      “I do not need a wife.”

      “Every titled gentleman needs a wife if they hope to acquire an heir. Those two things go hand in hand, last time I checked. Now, unless you wish to see the great title of Marquess of Ridgemont go to that shoddy cousin of yours, you’d best consider the bounty of desirables before us. It isn’t as if you have to love her madly, although I do recommend it quite highly.”

      The muscles in James neck tightened involuntarily. He had loved madly once, as his companion well knew. But the woman had not loved him back. Instead, she’d married another man—Alex. The marriage had ended in disaster and James still bore the scars of not being able to stop the pain experienced on all sides. He had no interest in a repeat performance. A good, docile wife would suit well enough.

      Alex nodded toward a group of ladies huddled nearby. “How about Lady Charlotte Overton?”

      James shook his head. “Pleasant nature and certainly pretty enough, but her uncle is an absolute bastard that I have no wish to associate with, nor call family.”

      “Then perhaps one of Lord Caldwell’s daughters. Given he has three and no sons, you’d be doing him a great service. All are pretty to one degree or another and most are pleasant, from what I am told. Perhaps the eldest, Eugenie?”

      “Too prudish.”

      “Then the middle, Rosalind?”

      “Too controversial in her thoughts and deeds.”

      Alex sighed. “What of the youngest, Marianne.”

      “Too young.”

      “Then what about Lady Mary Blanchard?”

      “Too pompous.”

      “Lady Felicity Markham?”

      “Too nasally.”

      “Miss Temperance Lindwell?”

      A laugh erupted from James and he turned to look at Alex. “One of your American cousins? Are you mad?”

      “Distant cousins,” Alex stressed. “And regardless, they are obscenely wealthy—”

      “As am I.”

      “They are beautiful—”

      “As are many others.”

      “And once Lindwell marries his daughters off to titled gentlemen, he and his wife will pack up and leave England to return to New York, an event that would please my father greatly. Do you not wish to please the great Duke of Franklyn?”

      “Worthy attempt, my friend, but as much as I greatly esteem your father, the answer is a resounding no. I have no desire to marry a crass American girl.”

      “I think you are being near-sighted on this. Given there are two, you can choose the one most to your liking—the very pretty brunette with a sharp mind or the lovely blonde with a pleasing and gentle demeanor. Both are educated, though I understand Temperance took more to that than Constance, and if that is not enough, even your own sister insists they are not that bad.”

      Not that bad. Coming from Hen that was rather damning praise.

      “Hen finds a kind word to say about everyone, whether deserved or not. Regardless, I am not marrying an American. When the time comes, I will marry a proper English lass, thank you very much.”

      “It is unfortunate that you feel that way,” Alex said, scanning the crowd before him. “As I may have indicated to the eldest Miss Lindwell that you were looking forward to dancing the upcoming waltz with her.”

      James shot Alex a deadly glare. “There is a very good chance I will murder you in your sleep tonight.”

      Alex shrugged, clearly unconcerned by the threat of his imminent demise. “You’re rather ornery, you know. Perhaps it is not so much a wife you need most at the moment, but a mistress. A woman who can tend to your more, uh, baser needs so that you are not such a bear to be around. Honestly, man, when was the last time you actually—”

      “This is hardly the time and place to discuss that matter.” James glanced quickly around them, but no one appeared interested in their conversation, save for old Lady Blanchard, who waved her fan in front of her face and batted her eyelashes at him. Most unsettling.

      Alex lowered his voice and leaned a bit closer. “I am only suggesting there are several relatively young, handsome widows here this very night, that would be more than happy to assist you in alleviating the frustration you must be feeling given you haven’t lain with a woman in—”

      “Enough!”

      Several heads turned their way including his great-aunt seated several chairs away. Lady Dalridge raised one eyebrow at him, a look easily translated into displeasure over his sudden outburst. Bloody hell. James clenched his jaw and forced an apologetic smile.

      It did not improve his mood in the least that Alex appeared most amused by his reaction. He quickly changed the subject. “Which Lindwell girl is the eldest? I thought they were twins.”

      “Indeed they are, but Temperance—the brunette—came first and that is the one you are to dance with.”

      James groaned. The more outspoken of the two. Wonderful. “She is a bloody bluestocking.”

      “I grant you, she has some rather…progressive…ideas, but is that not better than listening to someone prattle on about who served what at some tea and what fripperies they wore to attend it?”

      James continued to glare. “Progressive? Is that what we’re calling it?”

      He had heard through the grapevine Miss Lindwell had been seen having many animated conversations with Miss Rosalind Caldwell. A situation bound to end badly.

      “When is this waltz to begin?” he asked through gritted teeth.

      Alex smiled, showing a distinct lack of sympathy or regret for James’s current plight. “In about twenty minutes or so, I believe.”

      “Then I still have time for a stiff drink in the billiards room first.”

      “Indeed you do.”

      “Good.” He would need all the fortification he could find to get through the rest of this evening.

      James spun on his heel and stalked from the ballroom, ignoring Alex’s amused laughter following behind him.
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      Miss Lindwell had barely spoken to James since the waltz began, a fact he found rather off putting, given he was a marquess and she a young lady hungry to marry a titled gentleman. One would think she’d put a bit more effort into cultivating his attention. Bat an eye, offer a coquettish smile. Something.

      Instead, she’d done nothing more than respond to his questions with one-worded answers, never once meeting his gaze as she did so. It was the height of rudeness and did nothing to cultivate his favor, if that was her hope.

      Then again, according to his sister, it was Mr. and Mrs. Lindwell who were most hungry for their daughters to hitch their saddle onto some poor unsuspecting lord and ride him all the way to the altar.

      Deuce it! That was not the image he needed in his head when he held one of said daughters in his arms. And, as Alex had indicated, Temperance Lindwell was indeed attractive, despite her American-ness.

      Was that a thing?

      He shook his head. It hardly mattered. The point was he found her quite fetching with thick hair the shade of dark chocolate and skin that held a healthy glow about it. And—though he would deny this, should anyone make the suggestion—the fact that she ignored him was oddly intriguing. He wasn’t used to being ignored. He was but one and thirty, hardly long in the tooth, handsome, wealthy, and in possession of a title that stretched back seven generations. He was—even he must admit—a damn good catch.

      What unmarried woman in her right mind wouldn’t set her cap for him?

      He studied Miss Lindwell as he spun her about the dance floor, adding a bit of a flourish as he did so, though that failed to garner any reaction at all. Bloody hell. What was her problem? Perhaps he should try trampling her toes. Maybe that might grab her notice.

      Devil take it. Is that what he’d been reduced to? Stomping a lady’s feet to gain an ounce of attention?

      Maybe Alex was right. Maybe he did need to get himself a mistress.

      Perhaps he should pay Hawksmoor a visit on the morrow and see whom he might suggest. Despite being newly married and somewhat reformed, The Hawk held more knowledge about the inner workings and secret desires of the ton than anyone. If a young, comely widow was interested in throwing her lot in with a handsome lord in need of certain carnal pleasures, perhaps Hawk might—

      “Forgive my bluntness, Lord Ridgemont, but I feel the need to be upfront on a certain matter.”

      Miss Lindwell’s verbal interruption of his thoughts startled him and he had to react quickly to adjust his step, which faltered slightly in surprise.

      “Do tell? And what matter is it you feel the need to make me aware of?” He could not begin to imagine, given the one-worded answers he’d thus far received from her.

      “I feel I should make it clear that my agreeing to dance with you this evening should not, in any way, be misconstrued.”

      “Misconstrued?”

      “Yes. I hope you are aware that my consent to your request—”

      “My request?”

      “That I save this dance for you.”

      James shook his head. Alex had arranged the dance without his knowledge. What exactly had his friend said to her? He bit his tongue to keep from informing her of such, however. It would be rude to do so and while he did not care for Miss Lindwell, he was still a gentleman.

      “I see. And what message did you fear your acceptance of this request might indicate?”

      James pictured several different ways in which he would make Alex pay for cornering him into suffering this moment.

      “That my agreement to your request indicated an interest in you that went beyond a quick turn about the dance floor.”

      He blinked. He had heard of the eldest Lindwell daughter’s penchant for plain speaking, but this was the first time he’d been on the receiving end of her particular brand of bold claims.

      How did one respond to such a statement?

      He spun her around the ballroom, expertly avoiding the bumbling Lord Plimpton who had sadly been born with two left feet, neither of which could dance.

      “I can assure you, Miss Lindwell, that I have in no way made any such assumption toward your interest in me.”

      “Or lack thereof,” she added, making her feelings on the matter clear. As if he’d had any doubt from her earlier claim of disinterest.

      “Or lack thereof,” he muttered, issuing a tight smile to convey that was the end of this particular topic of conversation.

      Miss Lindwell’s shoulders sagged in what James could only assume was relief. His pride stung a bit on that one. Given his standing in Society, there were any number of young ladies that would jump at the chance to marry into a family whose lineage was long and whose title held much cache. Was that not what her family wanted, after all?

      “Good.” She gave a swift nod, but apparently was not quite finished hammering at his pride, as now that she had begun to speak, she seemed disinclined to stop. “Because despite my parents’ most fervent hopes, I have no intention of marrying you or one of your ilk.”

      One of his ilk? What the bloody hell did that mean?

      “I beg your pardon, but what exactly—”

      She cut him off. “Do not take offense, my lord—”

      Far too late on that account.

      “—but I simply find your type rather…uninteresting. Uninspiring, really.”

      Uninteresting? Uninspiring?

      Her forthrightness took him off guard and, once again, he stumbled, forcing him to pull her closer to regain his footing.

      “Is that so?” He sputtered. Because how else did one respond to such a derogatory characterization? “And what have I done to acquire such lofty praise, Miss Lindwell?”

      “I’ve noticed that you English lords and ladies take very little in the way of chances,” she said, her voice plain and clear as she spoke and James had no choice but to hear what she said given they were locked in this godforsaken waltz for at least the next several minutes.

      “Chances?” What the devil did that mean?

      “Yes. You prefer your status quo, going about as you always have in your antiquated ways where Society is built upon the backs of those less fortunate ,yet it is those who have everything who reap the rewards.”

      Was it possible for an American to have a thought fly through their head without blurting said thought out? “I suspect every society has its own tier system of some sort. Are you to tell me America is any different?”

      Miss Lindwell shrugged and the waves of dark hair that cascaded down from where they were gathered at the crown of her head bobbed against her bare shoulders. It was rather distracting. She had very lovely shoulders.

      “Of course not. Those of us that inhabit the new world brought with it the archaic ideas of the places we left, and there are those who insist on keeping them in place. But the difference between the new world and the old is that if one should choose to break free of those strictures, one can rise high and elevate their station in life. Take my father, for example.”

      “Must we,” James muttered. He found Leopold Lindwell loud and full of himself. But if Miss Lindwell heard James, she gave no indication and instead barreled forward with her dissertation on everything wrong with England and everything that was right with America.

      “My father came from nothing. His father had died shortly after arriving in America. My father was but a child at the time and his mother worked herself to the bone to put a meager amount of food on the table for her children. If my father had been in England, that same fate would have been his future. Struggle, poverty, illness created by both of these things. But instead, my father took every opportunity to better himself. His education came through experience. He worked hard and he took chances. And it was the ability to do this, to have that opportunity to take chances that allowed him to build an empire. He has earned the respect of his peers and is now held in high esteem.”

      James glanced over Miss Lindwell’s shoulder at the band playing upon the raised dais. They did not appear to be ending their rendition of the slow French waltz any time soon.

      “Are all you Americans so boastful?”

      She shot him a cutting glare. “It isn’t boasting. It is stating facts. And the fact is, had my father lived here, such behavior would have been looked down upon, as if he were trying to jump himself up, live beyond his station simply because he wished a better life for his children than the one he’d had. He would have been reviled for his love of hard work and the joy he found in being successful. A way of thinking I consider nothing short of destructive and demeaning, having no benefit toward those who, by fluke of birth, were not born into the aristocracy.”

      “My, but how little you think of us. These last two—three? —Seasons spent attempting to marry one of us must have thoroughly taxed your sensibilities in this regard.”

      “As I’ve stated earlier, Lord Ridgemont, I have no intentions of marrying one of you. Or marrying at all, for that matter.”

      What kind of preposterous thinking was that?

      She was far too pretty to hole herself away in a convent and likely too outspoken for the sisters of whatever holy order would deign to put up with her. How he had put up with her for the past four minutes baffled him.

      He took a deep breath and reined in his irritation. “I am certain there is a gentleman out there that shall be quite aggrieved to learn about your disinclination toward marriage, Miss Lindwell, but I can assure you, with all due certainty, that I am not that man.”

      He should have left it at that, but his curiosity got the better of him.

      “What exactly do you plan on doing with yourself if you do not marry?”

      She tossed her head back, giving James a perfect view of the line of her jaw. Strong and defined, it should not have been attractive on a woman. And yet it was, somehow suiting its owner with ease.

      “I am educated and resourceful, my lord. I believe I would make a wonderful teacher for the next generation.”

      “Indeed.” God help the young minds she would infect with her dangerous rhetoric. A generation of bluestockings is what they’d end up with, if it were left to her.

      “Someone must teach them that the old ways are not set in stone and that they can rise up from humble beginnings and be whatever they choose. It’s quite clear you and your ilk have no intention of doing so.”

      There was that word again. James gnashed his teeth as he struggled to find some calm in the stormy barrage of her unwarranted attack upon him and his ilk. But there was no calm to be found.

      He attempted a placid expression; more for appearances, should anyone look their way, than because he felt it. Because he did not. Anger roiled inside of him, fed by her pomposity that she had the right to judge what she did not know or understand.

      But James refused to be goaded. The last thing he needed was to have the suggestion made in the society rags that he had engaged in a rather heated discussion with the American heiress. It would not do and likely his great-aunt would have strong words with him should such a thing happen. As much as Lady Dalridge loved gossip, she preferred it to be about other people.

      James plastered a false smile upon his face. “I suppose, Miss Lindwell, that such unrelenting rudeness is not your fault. I can only assume that you cannot help yourself. You are, after all, an American and therefore given to far less civilized social behaviors than my particular ilk.”

      She stiffened in his arms. “Less civilized?”

      Well now, that got a bit of a rise, didn’t it? Victory tugged at the corner of James’s mouth, but he held his smile in check. “Indeed. It is this inability to conduct yourselves in a proper and polite manner that makes it difficult for you to fit into our world, no matter how desperately you try.”

      “I assure you, my lord, I am not trying.”

      “But your parents certainly are, aren’t they? Given the egregious number of parties they have thrown since your arrival to London. Clearly, a vain attempt to buy you a position within our Society and our way of life. The very life you claim to loathe.”

      “I do loathe—”

      He didn’t let her finish. He was on a roll now and while the part of him that had been trained relentlessly in the fine art of gentlemanly behavior advised caution, the ire he had stoked within her and the way it made her eyes flash overrode his better sense.

      “Honestly, Miss Lindwell, there is nothing so gauche as watching you Americans throw around your newfound riches like a child in a candy store, in the pathetic hope of linking your ilk to a lofty English title.” He raised an eyebrow and pulled out his most arrogant tone. “As if such a thing could be purchased.”

      Then he tsked and shook his head.

      In hindsight, it was likely not the best way for a gentleman to behave. Definitely not while in the middle of the ballroom at Lord and Lady Frontenac’s well-attended fete. And most certainly not as the music ended, allowing all those nearest them to hear the solid smack of Miss Lindwell’s palm as it landed against his cheek with enough force to cause his eyes to water.

      Deuce it! Where had she learned to hit like that?

      He might have asked her, but by the time his vision cleared, all that was left of Miss Lindwell was the haughty stiffness of her lovely shoulders as she stalked from the ballroom, cutting a path through a very shocked crowd.

      James rubbed at the spot on his cheek.

      “Americans,” he said, addressing the other partygoers, with a small laugh—though merry was the last thing he felt. He had behaved abominably, allowing himself to be goaded by a woman who clearly did not know the first thing about his heritage and the people who had forged it.

      Regardless, the proper thing—the gentlemanly thing—to do would be to apologize. Even if she didn’t deserve it. Even if it was the last thing he wanted to do.

      Because that is what a civilized English gentleman did.

      With an inward groan, James made his way from the ballroom to find Miss Lindwell.
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      Temperance let the night air cool the burn of anger and embarrassment raging across her face in equal measure. How dare that awful man say such…such…awful things about her family! That they bordered on the truth only made his claims all the more hurtful. Clearly, avoiding marriage to men such as Lord Ridgemont was the best decision she had made in a long time.

      Slapping his lordship, however—no matter how much he had deserved it—was likely the worst. Her father would be incensed once word reached him. Her mother mortified. If she hadn’t sealed her fate before, she had done so now. She only hoped her actions—and the ones she was about to take—did not have a detrimental effect on Constance.

      Temperance pulled her wrap closer. The thin silk did little to protect her from the damp spring air. At this rate, the long waves of her hair that Melinda had worked so diligently to tame would turn to frizz before she returned to the ballroom. More reason for Mother to find disfavor with her.

      With a sigh, she glanced around the gardens then down the lane that led to the street beyond. Miss Rosalind Caldwell was nowhere to be found. Had she witnessed Temperance’s physical outburst toward Lord Ridgemont and changed her mind about discussing the possibility of Temperance taking the position of headmistress at the newly built school for young girls?

      The devil! She should have contained herself. Lord Ridgemont had intentionally goaded her with his ridiculous notions and she had allowed him. If she could not show restraint where that pompous gentleman was concerned, how would she ever maintain her composure with children likely to test the limits of her patience and their own boundaries?

      But, surely Rosalind—as she insisted on being referred to—would understand and overlook this temporary gaffe. Despite being the second daughter to a baron, the lady was a very enlightened thinker. Rosalind’s opinions with respect to educating the minds of young girls, especially those who would otherwise find themselves toiling in service for the rest of their lives, or worse, echoed Temperance’s own beliefs.

      “Where are you?” she muttered into the dark night. Rosalind had agreed to meet with her away from the party, to ensure their conversation was not overheard. The last thing Temperance needed was word of her plans getting back to Mother and Father before she could implement them. If that were to happen, she would likely find herself locked in one of the upstairs bedrooms, never to see the light of day until she was dragged kicking and screaming to the altar, forced to marry a man she did not want. She shivered, both from the damp air and the horrid thought of her potential fate.

      Temperance reached for the small pin watch she’d hidden within the bodice of her dress and unclipped it, holding it up to the thin strands of moonlight that fought its way through breaks in the cloud. In her attempt to escape the ballroom and the brouhaha her slap was likely to cause, she’d arrived at their appointed spot earlier than planned.

      The sound of carriage wheels in the distance grabbed her attention and a moment later, a hackney stopped at the end of the long drive near the front of the house. Had Rosalind decided to hold their conversation in a carriage to protect them from the weather and any prying eyes?

      Temperance took a few steps forward then stopped. An unexpected discomfort roiled in the pit of her stomach. Just nerves. This was a drastic undertaking, after all. It was natural to be nervous. She took a deep breath and pressed her hand against her heart.

      “Courage,” she whispered and took a few more steps toward the awaiting carriage.

      The driver set the brake on the hackney and stepped down from the driver’s box. Temperance watched as he opened the door to the carriage and noted the man’s ill-fitted livery. She had heard the Caldwells were in a bit of a financial pinch, but could they not at least tailor their servants’ livery properly? No wonder Lord Caldwell was desperate to marry off his three daughters. Clearly, it was the only way to ensure they were not left destitute, given he had no sons to take up the baronage upon his demise.

      Another reason women needed to be educated. If they were educated, they could hold positions that would allow them to support themselves. And perhaps—though this was a thought she did not speak aloud for fear of being accused of sedition—they might eventually be regarded as persons by law and not the property of some man.

      The driver stepped away from the open door of the hackney. The hint of a red dress rustled in the breeze within. Temperance had not seen Rosalind this evening and therefore had no idea if she had been wearing red, though the color seemed a rather flagrant choice for one as serious-minded as the middle Caldwell daughter.

      The driver faced her and executed a short bow. “Miss Lindwell?”

      “Y-yes.” She took a few steps forward, but the roiling in her stomach refused to abate. Was she making the right choice? She wasn’t one given to rash decisions and she’d thought long and hard about this course of action. If she wished to avoid marriage to what amounted to an English version of Beauregard, boldness was required. So why the second thoughts now that the moment was upon her?

      The driver swept an arm toward the open carriage door. A rather grand gesture, as was the wide grin upon his face. Then again, likely the Caldwells were not in a position to hire the highest quality of servants. When economies had to be considered, certain niceties fell by the wayside.

      She took another deep breath and set her shoulders back, slipping her pin watch into the pocket sewn into her gown. This was it. Her chance to take control of her life and make it her own, instead of spending her days controlled by her father or husband.

      Temperance nodded at the driver and marched with purpose toward the hackney.

      Toward her future.
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      What the devil did she think she was she doing?

      James took a step closer from the shadows as he watched with growing curiosity Miss Lindwell’s retreating back. She strode with obvious purpose toward a rather rough looking hackney where a shabbily dressed liveryman held the door opened for her.

      Was she running off? Meeting some gentleman—and he used that term loosely, as what gentleman would send such a shoddy transport for a lady? Had he stumbled upon a tryst?

      James stopped. If so, he wanted no part of this. A smart gentleman would do an about face, return to the ballroom and put the matter out of his mind. It wasn’t his business what Miss Lindwell did or whom she did it with. If she wished to ruin her reputation by partaking in some salacious assignation with whoever awaited within the carriage, what business was it of his?

      None.

      Then why were his feet not moving?

      He glanced down at his Hessians that shone to perfection despite the weak thread of moonlight from above. He really must compliment Gregory on his attention to detail. His new valet was worth his weight in gold. It had been well worth incurring the ire of Lord Bloomsby to steal him away.

      James looked up once more. Miss Lindwell drew closer to the carriage. She had not seen him. Was not aware her shenanigans were no longer being carried out in secrecy. Should he call her out? If so, he must do so now before she stepped inside the carriage and potentially ruined herself.

      Would that be such a disaster? She had already claimed no interest whatsoever in marriage. What woman did that? He shook his head. Miss Temperance Lindwell was a complete puzzle to him. Physically, she embodied every aspect he would normally find appealing. A little taller than the norm, which given his own height was a bit of a blessing. Luscious dark hair—he’d always had a preference for brunettes. And a face that was an entrancing mixture of both beauty and intelligence. A far improvement over many of the young ladies he’d conversed with this evening, who’d proved empty and vacuous.

      Then again, none of them had slapped him across the cheek.

      Nor did any of them hold such unsettling ideas as never marrying. Or choosing to forgo having children of her own in favor of educating the masses and elevating the working class above their station. Her determination toward the betterment of others stunned him.

      And perhaps even fascinated him a little, if he were being honest.

      Then again, honesty could be highly overrated and blast it—she was going to do herself a complete disservice if she stepped foot inside that carriage! James groaned. Was there no one else that might relieve him of the duty of saving Miss Lindwell from herself? The shadows revealed no one. It was up to him and he could not, in good conscience, simply stand by and allow her to stumble into ruin.

      He was a gentleman, after all. Born and bred to protect the fairer gender, even from themselves and their own folly.

      “Miss Lindwell!” James hissed her name, careful not to shout and draw the notice of anyone who might have slipped outside into the gardens for a tryst of their own. If he was to do this, the last thing he needed was to be overheard and have the events misconstrued, thinking he was the gentleman she was secretly meeting in the shadowy lane.

      Only ten feet from the hackney, Miss Lindwell spun on her heel at the sound of her name. Beyond her, James caught sight of red skirts billowing inside the carriage as the breeze kicked up around them. He stopped.

      Skirts? Well, that was unexpected. Was Miss Lindwell—? I mean, he had heard of women who preferred…that is, who showed a certain preference for the fairer sex. A preference he could readily understand, but he had never suspected that Miss Lindwell leaned in that particular direction.

      “What are you—” Miss Lindwell stopped then shook her head, flicking a hand at him as if to shoo him off. “Go away. This is none of your business.”

      He could not argue with her on that point. However, he was here now and his gentlemanly instincts refused to let him leave. Something about the situation rubbed him the wrong way.

      Perhaps it was the nervous quiver in Miss Lindwell’s tone
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