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      SAUNTON IN SOMERSET, AUGUST 1820

      Isabelle Evans read through the boy’s work, looking up with a broad smile. “This is excellent!”

      Timmy, their youngest and smallest pupil, beamed. “Thank you for helping me, Miss Evans.”

      “It was a pleasure. Your Latin is progressing nicely.”

      His little face flushed with pride. “I think I am beginning to understand the phrasing.”

      Both of them swung their heads at a knock on the open door. One of the older boys of about fourteen, with dark auburn hair and a riot of freckles covering every inch of visible skin, stood hesitantly in the hall.

      “My apologies, Miss Evans. Your father requested your presence in his study.”

      Isabelle nodded as she rose to her feet, shaking out her muslin skirts. “I will be there in a moment.”

      The lad disappeared from the doorway, and as Isabelle went to prepare refreshments, she hoped he remembered he was to let her father know she had received his summons.

      In the kitchen, Isabelle put the water on to boil and laid out a tea tray with a plate of biscuits, then she poured the water into the teapot to steep the aromatic tea leaves. Hoisting the heavily laden tray, she headed to the front room that Papa used for a study.

      Horatio Evans was a tutor and scholar of good standing in the community. Along with Isabelle and her mother, the three of them taught classical subjects to pupils from affluent families, while preparing the boys for good society with dance lessons and the like. Currently, they had six boys living in their home, as well as a housekeeper and a cook, and a maid came in regularly to assist with their busy household.

      Isabelle’s days were filled with lessons and good company. Her favorite time of the day was sharing tea with her father in his little study, crowded by shelves crammed with books and overlooking their front garden. It was a little earlier than usual, but perhaps Papa was feeling peckish.

      Reaching the front hall, with the tray balanced in her hands, she found to her dismay that the study door was shut. Turning, she gave a little bump with her hip, hoping her father would realize she had arrived with their tea.

      The sound of footsteps approached to her relief, the tray growing heavier with every passing second. When the door finally swung open, she greeted Papa with a cheery grin.

      Her father was tall and lanky, with a thinning mop of mousy hair and kind brown eyes behind thick eyeglasses that enlarged his eyes as if under the lens of a microscope. “Isabelle, how fortuitous you have brought tea.”

      She crinkled her nose in confusion, throwing him a questioning glance as she swiftly swept past him so she might put the tray down. “Were you not summoning me for that reason, Papa?”

      Isabelle came to a halt, the weight of the tray forgotten when she realized there was a stranger in the study. A gentleman had risen to his feet at her entrance. He bowed politely, but as he straightened and she caught full sight of his face, the entire world stopped. Her thoughts flew out of her head and the blood drained from her face.

      “Isabelle?”

      Papa was grasping the tray, gently pulling it from her frozen hands.

      “Isabelle?”

      Her father placed the tray on his large desk, pushing aside the piles of papers. Turning back, he took one of her icy hands between his large, slender palms which revealed that they had gone icy with shock. “Isabelle?”

      She blinked, and thoughts came rushing back as she stared into the face of the stranger who appeared quite concerned for her. His emerald-green eyes reflected his sympathy, his brow furrowed with worry as her father called her name again.

      Swallowing hard, she croaked despite her constricted throat, “Who is this, Papa?”

      The question was rhetorical, and silence fell as the three of them stared at each other. Isabelle slowly assembled her thoughts and stumbled, with her father to steady her, to a chair which she dropped onto with a creaking thud.

      The gentleman was dressed in a fine green tailcoat and buckskins, standing tall in his black and brown polished Hessians. But it was not merely his fine attire that suggested his identity. Isabelle knew from his artful sable curls, the shape of his face, and the hue of his emerald eyes that mirrored her own, that she was looking at a relation. A close relation.

      “I apologize for shocking you thus, Miss Evans,” the stranger offered in a deep voice.

      Papa stood beside her, still clasping her hand between his warm palms. “I think, considering the circumstances, you may call my daughter Isabelle … my lord.”

      Isabelle drew a shattered breath. It was true, then.

      The Earl of Saunton fiddled with his white cravat, striding over to the seat near her to drop in the same manner she had just done. It was as if he, too, felt unsteady on his feet.

      “I apologize for shocking you … Isabelle.”

      Silence fell while her pulse gradually returned to normal.

      “Lord Saunton is here to discuss his responsibilities.”

      Isabelle nodded mutely, not comprehending what her father had said.

      The earl swallowed hard, as if to prepare himself. “It would seem you know who I am.”

      “You are my brother.”

      Lord Saunton flushed. “Indeed. I apologize”—he winced—“that I only just became aware of your existence. Your father was explaining to me you are aware of your parentage.”

      When Isabelle was twelve years old, she had noticed that she did not resemble her blonde, blue-eyed mother. Nor her papa. In truth, Isabelle’s sable hair and green eyes made little sense. On that day, her parents had sat down with her in the drawing room, the door closed so that their boarding students would not overhear their conversation, and revealed the truth.

      “Your sire seduced my mother when she was a young girl, but he would not assist her with the consequences. Papa stepped in to marry her in order to save her reputation and to provide for me.” Isabelle was proud of how steady her voice was, despite the hoarse quality. It was not every day one was confronted by the disreputable secrets of the past.

      The earl fidgeted with the knot of his cravat, his eyes downcast. “I am … so profoundly grateful that Mr. Evans stepped up to take care of you and your mother.”

      Isabelle turned to smile at her beloved father, who was watching her with care, his worry obvious as he balanced on his haunches close to her side. “I should have warned you before you entered my study,” he said in a low voice.

      “No, Papa. I do not blame you for this situation.”

      His lean face broke into a small smile. “You cannot blame Lord Saunton either. He had no knowledge of you.”

      She sighed, her bosom heaving with the force of it. “Why is Lord Saunton here?”

      The earl interjected before her father could respond.

      “I wish to provide for you, Isabelle. And, please, call me Richard.”
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      NOVEMBER 11, 1820

      The Honorable Mr. Cameron Bolton contemplated the ballroom with a weary eye, noting the expensive attire and exuberant expressions of the couples dancing.

      A mere spare for a rather insignificant baron from the far north, he barely made the cut to attend such an illustrious event. His recent service as an officer in His Majesty’s army gave him slightly better credentials, but, nevertheless, he was uncomfortable surrounded by the elite of the ton. He had attended this evening because his good friend, Mr. Brendan Ridley, who was the heir to a barony in Somerset, had insisted Cameron accompany him.

      Just as Cameron was wishing he was back in his rooms reading a good book, his focus turned to the seating area usually haunted by shy wallflowers, disregarded companions, and elderly guests, where a ravishing young woman caught his eye. His gaze riveted to her sweet oval face framed by curling ebony locks. But that was not what held his attention. It was the book she hid in the folds of her gown—she was ignoring the dancers and music to steal time to read.

      A woman after his own heart, her obvious love of reading trumped the sought-after entry to this ball as his intrigue increased with each passing minute.

      Hesitating for some time, he eventually reached the decision to approach with discretion despite the impropriety. Cameron did not know who she was, nor did he recognize the young noblewoman standing guard over her charge.

      The chaperone had unusual red-blonde hair and was with child. She looked to be the same age as the woman he was eyeing, but had achieved a different station in life as a wife and expecting mother. While the blonde chatted animatedly to a tiny debutante with the appearance of a brunette elf dressed as a confectionary cake, the lady who had captured his interest took the opportunity to read surreptitiously.

      Cameron could not shake the desire to approach the girl so he might find out who she was. If he could speak to her, he might find a way to be formally introduced.

      As it stood, he barely knew anybody at this ball, so he had no inspiration for how to meet her. Ridley had vanished, presumably to engage in a tryst with one of the loose widows he was so talented at uncovering at such events, which left Cameron an outcast with no acquaintances or connections at this fashionable gathering of society’s most important members.

      He vaguely recognized a few faces from his time at Harrow, but no one he was confident to approach. What if he recollected their names incorrectly and made an arse of himself?

      If he secretly spoke to the girl, he may still not find a path to meeting her, which accounted for his hesitation. But the intense bemusement on her face while she read drew him as inextricably as a siren’s call. He had never encountered a woman so enamored with reading, which intrigued him
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