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        SEDUCTION—

        To make someone feel attracted to you. To lead astray.

        

      

      
        
        Summer 1819, Mayfair

      

      

      The ballroom was full to bursting, and Lana eyed the well dressed society crowd with satisfaction. Her nineteen year old daughter, Amelia, was there amongst them with Sir Taylor Knowells. From the expression on that gentleman’s face he was already enamoured. And why indeed should he not be? Amelia was sweet and biddable by nature, and had been blessed with a pretty face and a prettier smile. All in all, Lana was satisfied with the way things were progressing with her plans for her daughter’s future.

      It had been a stroke of luck that Lana lived in Mockingbird Square because Lady Deborah Lorimer also lived there. Lady Deb was an up and coming matchmaker. Everyone in the square had been aware of her triumph with Miss Anthea Holbrooke. That a confirmed bachelor like Lord Jasper Waldon could fall head over heels for Anthea had been a hot topic of gossip among the ton! And Lana had made up her mind that nothing would do but for Lady Deb to arrange a similarly glittering match for her daughter.

      Amelia smiled up at Sir Taylor Knowells, her hazel eyes alight in the way that always reminded Lana of George, the girl’s father. Something caught in her chest, an ache that, no matter how often she tried to cast it out, would not be sent hurtling into the past where it belonged. Where he belonged.

      “Amelia looks well!”

      The coy voice drew Lana’s attention and she smiled politely at the vaguely familiar woman. It was rare she did not attract some attention when she went into society. Her past had not been forgotten no matter how she tried to bury it—yes, she had once been a viscount’s mistress and borne him a child out of wedlock. She did not care for herself, she was thick-skinned these days, but she worried for Amelia.

      “She is always well,” she said now. "How is…” For a moment she struggled to recall. Wasn’t the woman a distant relative of Mr Amer, Lana’s husband? One of those who had made her displeasure known when Amer died and left Lana everything. What was the woman’s son’s name? Reginald, that was it! “How is your son, Reginald?”

      “He is well too. He will be married soon. I have been busy with the preparations.” It was said smugly.

      Lana smiled again but the woman suddenly seemed uncomfortable. Lana guessed that she was aware she should invite Lana to the wedding but didn’t want to. It amused Lana in a cynical sort of way. She was glad when Reginald’s mother found someone else to talk to.

      What did it matter what people thought of her? The past was over and done, and Lana frequently reminded herself that the only good thing that had ever come from her relationship with George was their daughter. And she was determined that Amelia would never suffer the way she had—to have to make the sort of decisions that would break her in two. Lana and her daughter had certainly had very different upbringings. Yes, Amelia might have been born out of wedlock but her father was the Viscount Burleigh, and unlike other members of the nobility who refused to acknowledge their mistress’s offspring, he had readily accepted Amelia. He even paid an allowance into her bank account every month, and Amelia saw him once a year, when he came to London from his country estate. Lana knew they also communicated by letter, but she never asked what they spoke of. She had put aside that part of her life eighteen years ago when the viscount left her.

      Abandoned her, she reminded herself with cold fury, and then handed her over to another man. Like an object he had grown weary of, and not a woman who had loved him with all her heart. A woman he had professed to love deeply in return.

      She had been a fool to believe him, and Lana had vowed she would never again be so foolish as to give herself entirely to a man. Forgiveness was not in her nature, and the coils of bitter hurt and pain from that time were still as fresh as ever.

      The music swirled around her, along with the laughter and chatter. Now, at forty-two years of age, Lana had moved on from her tumultuous past, but one thing she was quite determined on. Amelia would never suffer as she had. She would marry a man who could provide her with financial and emotional security. A man who would never ruffle her sweet, calm nature with false promises and fake passion. Lana was grimly determined upon it, and she was prepared to make any sacrifice to ensure her daughter never experienced the sort of suffering she had experienced.

      The dance was ending. Amelia was coming toward her on Sir Taylor’s arm, and there was something not quite right. Amelia seemed to be… uneasy. Wary. Lana watched her daughter’s gaze slide to her companion and that was when understanding dawned. There was a suggestive, knowing quality to Sir Taylor’s expression. Lana’s heart sank. She had seen that same look many times before. Sir Taylor knew about her past and right now he was reviewing the solacious stories in his head. Instead of focusing his attention on Amelia, Sir Taylor was more interested in Amelia’s mother.

      Lana felt angry and slightly sick. Not that she would ever deny her past, what was the point, but for heaven’s sake, it was a long time ago and if Sir Taylor had ambitions to marry Amelia then he should have known better.

      Well, it was unlikely any union would happen now!

      “Mrs Amer,” he said, with a bow. She could tell he found even her title amusing, despite the undisputed fact that Lana had wed old Isaac Amer and been widowed five years ago.

      Again she looked to Amelia and noticed her discomfort had only grown. What had Sir Taylor said to her? Well, whatever it was he would regret it. She gave Sir Taylor her chilliest smile and saw the narrowing of his eyes, the faint curl of his lip. He thought himself her superior. Mentally she crossed him off her list.

      Lady Deb would have to do better next time.

      It was as they were preparing to leave that Lana had the distinct feeling she was being watched. Being stared at was not so unusual for her, although she found most people were more polite than Sir Taylor. She turned, scanning the crowd, and just for a moment she caught a movement in the shadows by the door. As if someone was slipping through in haste. An arm, a shoulder, a bowed dark head, and then whoever it was had gone.

      Something about the man seemed familiar but then she knew many people here tonight. That wasn’t what made her uneasy. Out of sorts. Lana told herself not to be silly. George, Viscount Burleigh, couldn’t possibly be lurking in the ballroom. Why would he? She put him from her mind.
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      They said their farewells to their hosts and then their comfortable coach set off to take them home to Mockingbird Square.

      Lana watched her daughter, trying to read her mood. Amelia was usually smiling and cheerful, so it was obvious when something was the matter. Right now she was quiet and, in the flicker of the coach lamp, she looked tired, while her generous mouth was turned down.

      “Did you find Sir Taylor charming?” Lana asked her.

      Amelia twisted her gloved fingers and struggled to find an answer. No doubt she wanted to say something that would please Lana, and that was the trouble with her daughter, she always strove to please others at the cost of herself.

      “I did not like him,” Lana said firmly, and couldn’t miss her daughter’s obvious relief.

      “Me neither,” she admitted. “He only wanted to hear one opinion and that was his own. Besides…” She bit her lip and glanced up. “He was rude to you, Mama,” she said in a rush. “I could never like a man who did not treat you with courtesy.”

      “Then we will not see him again,” Lana said, fighting the rush of emotion her daughter’s words caused, blinking back the sting of tears. Such things never used to make her cry, they just hardened her heart even further; perhaps she was getting old and sentimental.

      “Thank you,” Amelia replied, with more vigour.

      “I will speak with Lady Deb. There will be others much more to your taste than Sir Taylor.”

      Amelia opened her mouth as if to speak and then changed her mind. She turned to the window where night-time London was passing them by.

      Sometimes her daughter was secretive with her inner most thoughts, but Lana did not let that worry her. A young girl was entitled to keep some dreams private, as long as she was not rebellious. And Lana was confident she could persuade her daughter to be sensible when it came to a choice of husband.

      The new servant opened the door to them, taking their outdoor clothing and replying to Lana’s question in a flustered manner. No, Mr Moore had not called tonight. Benjamin often did call. Since Dora had died last year, he and Lana had become even closer friends, although nothing more than that. She would have liked to talk to him about Amelia and Sir Taylor—he would be angry on her behalf and agree with her decision.

      Amelia wished her mother a rather subdued goodnight, and Lana retired to her own room. Sukey, her maid, was waiting for her, and began grumbling about the new servant as they went through the familiar ritual of unfastening the jewellery from her throat and earlobes, placing the pieces in the locked security box. With her gown removed and a silk, apricot coloured night robe tied about her waist, Lana sat at her dressing table while Sukey slipped the pins from her long dark hair, letting the lustrous strands fall loose about her shoulders.

      The smell of her perfume, hair pomade and flowers was as strong as her memories of the past. Despite her determination not to allow the shadows to envelope her, she felt herself slipping backwards. Until the past seemed more solid and real than the present.

      Lana had begun her life as a chorus dancer but quickly moved to front of stage. She had come from poverty but her mother was ambitious, and determined her daughter would have a better future. Lana had grace and beauty and soon became immensely popular. But a dancer cannot remain popular forever—there are always younger and lovelier women to take their place—so it was important to find a protector. When she caught Viscount Burleigh’s eye and he seemed determined to have her, Lana and her mother had decided he was the gentleman most likely to take care of her.

      At first everything was perfect. At twenty-eight George wasn’t as young or as wealthy as some of the other gentlemen surrounding Lana, but he knew his own mind, he was kind and thoughtful, and he vowed to love her forever. Lana’s mother died shortly afterwards, happy in the knowledge that her beloved daughter was in safe hands.

      Lana and George spent many glorious hours in bed together in their little pied-a-terre. The viscount had been her first lover and she discovered an endless delight in his kisses and his touch. Surely nothing could ever change? Yes, her manager Benjamin Moore, who was married to her fellow dancer and friend Dora, had warned her that these relationships did not last. Gentlemen like the viscount grew bored, or else family commitments pulled them away, but Lana had thought she knew better.

      It was a shock when Benjamin turned out to be right. One evening the viscount had walked out, with no explanation other than that his family needed him more, and had left her with a broken heart and a baby. She preferred not to dwell on that moment in her life, or what came shortly afterwards. Better to remember Mr Amer, the elderly gentleman who had taken Lana under his wing when Amelia was five. Isaac Amer had given Lana the care and consideration her poor parched heart was so desperately in need of, and treated Amelia as his cherished daughter. Amer had also married Lana, making their union legal, and given her the house in Mockingbird Square along with a small fortune. Thanks to him she was entirely in charge of her own destiny.

      “There.” Sukey smiled at her in the looking glass. Her maid had been with her from the beginning. She had seen Lana through happy times and also the turbulent years. When Lana married Isaac Amer, Sukey had wept with relief. Her maid was the only one, apart from Benjamin, who had seen the extent of her heartbreak when George left her.

      “Did something happen at the ball?” Sukey said suddenly, her sharp eyes meeting Lana’s dark ones in the mirror.

      Lana was annoyed that her inner emotions were so transparent—her cool mask had become second nature to her. But this was Sukey after all.

      “The gentleman Lady Deb chose as Amelia’s companion was not suitable, that is all. I will speak to her and we will try again.”

      Sukey frowned and continued to brush Lana’s hair, but she was just biding her time. “You don’t think Viscount Burleigh might have something to say on the matter?”

      Lana laughed without humour. “Why should he? I have had the upbringing of my daughter from when she was a year old, and he has had nothing to say about any of the choices I have made. No, he will simply stand in the background, just as he always does, and that is how it should be.”

      “If you say so,” Sukey responded, but Lana didn’t like her tone. She was about to remonstrate but changed her mind. Sukey could think what she liked, it didn’t change anything. George had taken himself out of their lives when Amelia was but a babe in arms, and although he saw her once a year and paid her an allowance, he had no interest in Amelia’s personal concerns. He was a distant figure in her life because he had given up the right to more.

      And Lana told herself that was exactly as she wanted it.
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