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			PROLOGUE

			Hardington, 1811

			There was nothing but blue skies for as far as the eye could see as Emily Rutherford made light, brisk steps along the dusty road. She had been out much of that morning, as she oftentimes was whenever the weather allowed (and when she was free to do so), working on her landscape painting. There was a quiet spot not far from the cottage—up on a hill—from which she had a splendid view of the village of Hardington with its quaint stone church, winding streets, and colorful gardens that lay like neatly arranged postage stamps behind the houses.

			To the right of the village lay Coldwell Manor, a wide stone building that sat heavily upon the English countryside. Emily had been there on a number of occasions as a child, when her parents had still been alive.

			James Rutherford, the Viscount of Hillsbury, and his wife, Anna, had been one of the most celebrated couples in the area, their acquaintance sought after with great effort, as they always held the most spectacular and talked-about parties.

			But that was then and this was now. Emily’s parents had both passed away five years earlier in a boating accident. To the great misfortune of Emily and her sisters, Claire and Beatrice, there had been no will. Their parents had been young and had in all likelihood imagined that there would be plenty of time for that later. Thus, they had been left with next to nothing, since the majority of their parents’ fortune had passed to the next male heir, their cousin Edward.

			You see, when Emily’s grandmother had passed away, their grandfather had remarried a widow who had brought her own son, Jack, into the family. Jack had left home as soon as it had been possible for him to do so, and had hastily married a young woman named Elizabeth. She had died no more than a year after the wedding while giving birth to Edward.

			Even though the Rutherford girls and their parents had always treated Jack and Edward as if they were blood relations, Edward had always been painfully aware of the fact that he did not belong. So it was with great satisfaction that he discovered that he’d inherited Lord Hillsbury’s fortune, simply because Emily’s grandfather had secretly adopted Jack years earlier, in the hopes of strengthening his and Edward’s ties with the rest of the family.

			Emily and her sisters had been shocked to find that they’d been left without the right to anything, save for the modest cottage that their cousin had, out of the supposed goodness of his heart, purchased for them to live in. They were family, after all. But they would be expected to find themselves suitable husbands to support them and, it was hoped, become less of a burden to their distant relative.

			And so it was that Emily had accepted a position at the nearby school in order to help make ends meet. She was not one to be blown over by the difficulties life had to offer, but was instead determined to make the best of any given situation. And, besides, she loved her students, who gave her a sense of purpose and always filled her with good cheer.

			The three sisters were striking, with petite figures they’d inherited from their mother, though Emily was the only one blessed with her famous green eyes.

			As the eldest of the three sisters, Beatrice had been the one to take charge of the household. She had put her heart and soul into ensuring that they were well cared for, and she had done it well, and without a single complaint, ever.

			But it was clear that they could not go on like this forever. Husbands had to be found for all three of them. The trouble was that having had it all and then so graciously fallen, they needed to find suitors who could restore them to their former glory—no small task.

			At present, the only one who had the chance to restore each of them to their rightful station was Emily. She had since childhood been a close friend of Adrian Fairchild, Viscount Carroway’s son, of Coldwell Manor. In fact, they had been best friends and still saw each other regularly. Marriage between the two seemed inevitable.

		

	


	
		
			

			CHAPTER ONE

			Emily clutched her canvas and easel tightly under her right arm as she quickened her step, her box of paints held firmly in her left hand. She realized she must look terribly awkward as she struggled along, trying desperately not to drop anything.

			As the rustic little cottage with its climbing roses spread across its façade came into view, Emily hurried ahead. She was eager to return home for there was much to be done today. She and her sisters had been formally invited to attend the yearly ball at Coldwell Manor. It had of course been Adrian’s doing, for nobody would have thought to invite them otherwise.

			The invitation had arrived a little over a week ago, and the three sisters had talked of nothing else since. It was the only invitation that they had received in the last year, as it had been the only one they’d received the year before that, and the year before that. And since it was only once a year that they were invited out, it had become the occasion they looked forward to with unparalleled eagerness and anticipation.

			Bursting through the front door of the cottage, Emily immediately set down her cumbersome load on the floor to rest against the wall. She untied the green ribbon of her bonnet and removed it, running her fingers lightly through her hair. She was all jitters, she knew—something that would suit a young girl but hardly a fully-grown woman. So she took a moment to calm herself and smooth over her dress before quietly opening the door to the parlor.

			Claire and Beatrice were both seated within, animatedly conversing with a guest that Emily recognized immediately. “Kate!” she exclaimed, forgetting herself and her composure as she rushed forward, her arms spread wide. “How good of you to have come! I’ve missed you terribly, and not a day has gone by where I haven’t wondered about you. How long has it been?”

			“Far too long, I suppose,” Kate replied. She was a stunningly beautiful woman with a tall, shapely figure and light blonde hair. Her eyes were the clearest blue, her lips full and rosy. She and Emily had spent much of their childhood together in one another’s company, though they’d seen less of each other in recent years now that Kate’s family had moved to Stonebrook, the estate that her father had inherited from his brother.

			At present, Kate had just returned from her annual two-week visit to her aunt and uncle. As they happened to live in London, Kate thoroughly enjoyed her visits.

			“Tell me about your stay, Kate,” Emily said, as she took the last remaining seat. “It must have been thoroughly splendid. Was it?”

			Kate gave a slight nod followed by a broad smile. “It was indeed. I was just telling Claire and Beatrice that Aunt Harriet and Uncle Geoffrey took me to the theatre a number of times. We saw Tchaikovsky’s Sleeping Beauty on one occasion and very much enjoyed Romeo and Juliet on another. And the parties! Oh Emily, you would have loved it ... all the lovely dresses, the music, and the dancing.”

			Claire and Beatrice both raised an eyebrow. “The dancing?” Beatrice asked. “Did you happen to meet any young gentlemen who sparked your interest?”

			It was no secret that the main reason Kate’s parents encouraged her to visit London was in order for her aunt and uncle to introduce her to the ton. Her parents hoped that she would find herself a suitable husband there. She was, after all, approaching her twenty-fourth year. Still, she had returned from her visit earlier than intended, in order to attend the Carroway ball that evening.

			Kate giggled shyly as a bright pink hue flooded her face. “I must admit that there was one particular gentleman who ...”

			A squeal of delight filled the air, cutting her off, and before Kate knew what was happening, Emily had sprung out of her chair and was throwing her arms about her in a tight embrace. “That’s wonderful news! You must tell us everything at once! Who is he? Are you engaged?”

			“As a matter of fact, we have formed an attachment.” Kate peeled herself away from Emily, her cheeks even redder than before from all the attention. “However, I did intend for this to be a quick visit. After all, there are a lot of things that need my attention before the ball this evening. I understand from your sisters that you shall all be attending?”

			Emily’s face brightened at the mere mention of that evening’s event and found it impossible to hide a brilliant smile. “Oh, absolutely,” she said. “We wouldn’t miss it for the world.”

			“Then I shall tell you everything later,” Kate said, looking at each of them with a secretive smile. “Now, I really must be off.” She rose to her feet and reached for her bonnet.

			“Well, it was lovely to see you again,” Emily told her. “I shall look forward to seeing you this evening and finding out more about this elusive gentleman whom you plan to marry.”

			“As shall I,” Kate told her with a small smile as she gave Emily a quick hug.

			Emily and her sisters stood in the doorway and watched her walk away. She turned once to wave to them, still tying the ribbon of her bonnet below her chin.

			“Her parents must be relieved,” Beatrice remarked as they went back inside. “Considering her looks and the fact that her mother is the Duke of Bedford’s sister, I’m surprised it took her this long to form an attachment.”

			“She’s a romantic,” Emily said. “She believes in true love and a happily ever after just as much as I do. Finding that can take time.”

			“At least you don’t have to worry about that, dear sister,” Claire said with a teasing smile.

			Now it was Emily’s turn to blush. Her sisters were both aware of her undying love for Adrian. She had in truth pined away endless hours, daydreaming of what her future would be like if she were married to him.

			“When do you suppose that he will offer for you?” Claire now asked. “From what you have told us, it seems that the two of you have some sort of understanding?”

			“Yes, we do,” Emily said with a thoughtful smile. “I do not know if he is in love with me, as I am with him, but I do not doubt that he loves me in some way or he would not have suggested that we should one day marry.”

			“I’ve told you too many times to count, surely he must be in love with you if he suggested as much,” Beatrice told her. “How could he not be?”

			Emily regarded her sister for a brief moment. The concern was clear in her eyes. She was clearly worried that Emily would end up unhappy in her marriage if Adrian didn’t love her wholeheartedly.

			“Oh, Bea,” Emily said, wishing she could wash away her sister’s fears. “You do so worry about us, don’t you?”

			“It is my job to worry about you, and I do believe that it has kept you safe from harm thus far.”

			“Well, Adrian would never hurt me. He has been my truest friend for as long as I can remember. I do not mind if he is not in love with me. I should find myself fortunate indeed if I became his wife, and I should be thoroughly happy. Aside from the fact that I can think of no other man that I would rather spend my life with, do you not see what my marrying him would mean for us?”

			“Of course we do,” Claire told her. “We just don’t want you to give up on finding true happiness on our account. Emily, you must not agree to marry him just because it will reinstate us to our rightful positions.”

			Emily gave an exasperated sigh. She knew how much her sisters loved her, but they were taking this too far. “Do you not see?” she asked them. “Marrying Adrian would be a dream come true for me—it would be true happiness. I love him with all my heart and I know that he loves me.”

			“Then by all means, let us hope that he will soon honor your agreement and offer for you,” Claire told her.

			“Yes, let’s,” Beatrice agreed with a warm smile. “Who knows? Perhaps you and Kate will both be married before the year is out.”

		

	


	
		
			

			CHAPTER TWO

			Emily and her sisters spent the rest of the day readying themselves for the evening ahead. They had laundered their dresses the previous day and now took turns pressing them in the kitchen, where the oven kept the irons hot.

			At three o’clock, they paused for tea. They had just sat down in the parlor when Beatrice spotted Mrs. Hughes through the window. She was a short, plump woman in her fifties, with short, curly hair that had recently begun to show signs of grey.

			“I daresay,” Beatrice exclaimed. “I do believe that Mrs. Hughes intends to pay us a visit.”

			Claire immediately turned her head in order to have a look for herself. “Well, I hope we shall not be too delayed by this. After all, we still have to bathe and dress and ...” she trailed off with a sigh. “You know how much the woman loves to talk.”

			It was true. Mrs. Hughes was a veritable gossip who could be very difficult to get rid of if they encouraged her to stay for tea.

			“We cannot be so rude as to turn her away,” Emily said. “Especially not when we are just now sitting down to tea ourselves. It would be very poor behavior on our part.”

			“Yes, of course we must invite her in,” Beatrice said as she rose to her feet. “I shall go and greet her. Claire, stop scowling.”

			A moment later, Mrs. Hughes was sitting in their parlor on a chair next to Emily. “I’m terribly sorry if I caught you at a bad time,” she began, still drawing heavy breaths from her quick walk. “I presume you must be readying yourselves for the ball this evening.”

			“Well ... we ...” Claire began.

			“We were just taking a break from all of that and allowing ourselves to enjoy a cup of tea,” Beatrice cut in, quickly interrupting any inappropriate remark her sister might have been about to make.

			“Would you like a cup?” Emily asked.

			Claire groaned, and Emily and Beatrice both glanced at her reproachfully, in response to which she gave an exasperated sigh. There was no telling how long Mrs. Hughes planned to stay.

			“I would love a cup” was the reply. “If it’s not too much trouble,” she added, looking around.

			“No trouble at all,” Emily told her as she went to fetch another teacup from the china cabinet. She set it on a small round table next to Mrs. Hughes’s chair and proceeded to pour tea into it. She then offered her a biscuit, which Mrs. Hughes eagerly accepted.

			“What brings you here this afternoon?” Beatrice asked with a friendly smile. “I am guessing that there is something that you wish to tell us.”

			“Well,” Mrs. Hughes began as she took a bite from the biscuit and followed it with a sip of tea. “There are two issues which I thought might be of interest to you. Firstly, I have been led to believe that the young Mr. Fairchild is inclined to choose a bride this season.”

			Emily almost choked on her tea. “Adrian?” she virtually sputtered.

			“Why, of course,” Mrs. Hughes told her, as if that was the silliest of all questions. “His brothers are already married, are they not?”

			“Why, yes, I suppose they are,” Emily agreed.

			“If I am not completely misinformed, I do believe that you must have some inkling as to whom his chosen bride shall be. Is that not so, Miss Emily?” Mrs. Hughes regarded her kindly as she sipped her tea.

			Emily’s bright red blush was hard to miss. She was thankful that if she should blush so, then it was amongst only those who had her best interests at heart. “We do have an agreement,” Emily confessed. “But nothing has been set in stone. Perhaps he has other intentions.”

			The mere thought of Adrian planning to marry someone other than her made her immensely nervous. What would she do if that happened? Her heart would surely shatter into a thousand pieces.

			“Honestly, my dear, there really is no need to fret about such things. You have an agreement and Adrian is above all else a true gentleman. Everyone in Hardington knows how much he adores you,” Mrs. Hughes told her as she placed her hand on Emily’s and gave it a reassuring squeeze.

			Emily let out a small sigh of relief. She knew what she was being told was true, but it was still nice to have it confirmed. Adrian was, as Mrs. Hughes had said, a true gentleman. He was kind and generous, but above all else he was honorable.

			“So as you see, you must prepare yourself, my dear. He will undoubtedly broach the subject with you this very evening. If I am correct in my assumptions, you may find yourself to be engaged no later than tomorrow morning,” Mrs. Hughes told her.

			That had Emily’s nerves playing havoc all over again. Would Adrian really propose to her that very evening? Her stomach fluttered at the mere thought of it. However would she keep herself together until he did? She was sure she would be a total wreck by the time she saw him that evening.

			“You mentioned that there were two things that might interest us?” Claire suddenly asked, breaking Emily’s spell. “What was the other?”

			“Oh, I merely wished to inform you that Francis Riley, the Earl of Dunhurst, is visiting Coldwell Manor this week and possibly even next, as well. As I recall, he is also a friend of yours. Is he not?”

			Emily groaned inwardly. It was true that she had met Francis on numerous occasions while growing up. He was Adrian’s cousin, sharing the same maternal grandparents, but all similarities ended there.

			Where Adrian was fair-haired, Francis was dark. Where Adrian was open and warm, Francis was forever brooding. One could always count on Adrian for a good laugh, but Francis ... Emily wondered when she had last seen him smile.

			She seemed to recall that he hadn’t always been that way. Hadn’t they all enjoyed playing together as children? They’d all been happy back then, including Francis. In fact, Francis had been a closer friend to her then than Adrian had been, but somewhere along the way he had changed and Emily couldn’t help but wonder why.

			“Francis!” Emily heard Claire exclaim. “But he’s positively dull!”

			“That’s a terrible thing to say,” Beatrice scolded her sister. “I really wish that you would learn to keep such statements to yourself, particularly when we have guests.”

			“Oh, it’s quite all right,” Mrs. Hughes told them. “After all, everyone knows that Lord Dunhurst has a somewhat stern demeanor. However, I do not think he is unkind.”

			“I never suggested that he was,” Claire said pointedly, as Beatrice and Emily cringed at her rudeness.

			“In any event, it is hardly our place to judge him,” Beatrice concluded in an attempt to smooth over her sister’s last statement. “I am sure that there is a valid reason for his being the way he is. In any case, it is his business and not ours.”

			Emily gave a slight sigh as she smiled at her older sister. “You always were a diplomat, Bea,” she said. “But in this instance I really must agree with Claire. Francis is an absolute bore. On top of that, he’s stern to the point of rudeness. I understand he wasn’t always this way, but what matters is what he has become.”

			Beatrice didn’t respond. Her reprimanding glare told Emily just how disappointed she was in her. Must she always behave properly then, flattering even those who did not deserve flattering? But she loved her elder sister and had no wish to embarrass her in public.

			“Oh, I daresay,” Mrs. Hughes suddenly remarked as she strained her neck to peer out the window. “It does appear as if the gentleman in question has come to call upon you.”

			“Who? Francis?” Claire exclaimed, turning in her seat in order to have a look.

			“It would appear so, yes,” Mrs. Hughes remarked as she raised her spectacles to her eyes. “He’s securing his horse to your fence as we speak—beautiful creature, I must say. Then again, Lord Dunhurst always did have impeccable taste when it came to horses.”

			Beatrice hurried to the door, straightening her apron as she went. If she was put out of sorts by receiving more guests in one afternoon than they usually received in the course of a whole week, she hid it exceedingly well. Emily was quite impressed with her sister’s ability to remain calm and undeterred by it all. Even if none of them were particularly fond of Francis, he was an earl after all.

			When he appeared a moment later in the doorway, Emily was incapable of ignoring just how stiff and awkward he looked. In fact, there was something about him that suggested that this was truly the last place in the world he wished to be.

			Yet there was one thing by which she was somewhat taken aback. Francis was far more handsome than she remembered him. It was perhaps two years since she had seen him last, and it was quite clear that her mind had chosen only to remember the faults that she had found with his personality. When it came to looks, he certainly had no equal. Not even Adrian could measure up to him in that regard, though Emily felt a twinge of disloyalty for thinking it.

			But Francis was a fine specimen: tall and lean with broad shoulders. His thick black hair, cut short, still retained an untidy look that Emily found oddly appealing. His eyes were dark, as though filled with concern and sadness; his nose perfectly straight like that of Michelangelo’s David. He was clean-shaven to expose a chiseled jaw line and a mouth that mirrored the look in his eyes.

			“Miss Emily, Miss Claire,” he said as he glanced at both Claire and Emily in turn, giving each of them a curt nod. “Mrs. Hughes.”

			“Lord Dunhurst,” they each said, returning his greeting.

			“Would you like to have a cup of tea?” Beatrice asked as she pushed her way past him in the doorway, already heading for the china cabinet.

			“Oh, no, please don’t trouble yourself on my account, Miss Rutherford,” he told her as he carelessly beat the tip of his riding crop against his brown leather boots. Emily guessed that it must be some form of habit, brought about when he was agitated about something.

			“Then by all means, please tell us how else we may be of service to you,” Beatrice said, her voice a little more tense than usual. Perhaps his presence here had rattled her a bit after all.

			The situation was ridiculous. They had all known each other since they were children. They had run about in the garden, called one another by their given names. Yet here they were behaving more formally than ever. A slight smile played upon Emily’s lips as she contemplated how fun it would have been if he had simply marched in and said “Beatrice, Emily, and Claire—I happened to be stopping by and thought you might like to catch some frogs with me, for old time’s sake ...” Yet here they were with the formal addresses, acting as if they barely knew one another.

			“Adrian tells me that you will be attending the ball this evening,” Francis said with a hint of dryness in his voice. “It will be quite a distance for you to walk in all your finery. Perhaps you would like for us to send a carriage?”

			“That is indeed very generous of you,” Beatrice told him. She looked across at her sisters who both appeared eager to accept. It would at least ensure that their white muslin gowns would still be clean upon arrival at Coldwell Manor. “We accept your offer, with many thanks.”

			Francis gave her a curt nod before regarding the other women present. “It is settled then. You may expect the carriage at seven thirty.”

			“Thank you very much indeed, Francis,” Emily replied. She’d had enough of formalities. Besides, Lord Dunhurst needed to loosen up a bit, though he didn’t seem quite as stiff as she remembered.

			His dark eyes settled on her when she spoke his name, narrowing slightly as he regarded her solemnly. Emily couldn’t help but smile slightly at provoking him. It was very clear he found her form of address far too familiar. She couldn’t help but wonder if it was because she and her sisters were no longer of the same social rank as he.

			Of course it was.

			Emily’s smile faded as she suddenly saw the situation from Francis’s point of view. He was an earl. How embarrassing it must be for him to have to come here on such an errand. If it hadn’t been for Adrian’s thoughtfulness ... well, thank goodness for that.

			“Well, I shan’t detain you any longer,” Francis told them, his eyes still on Emily. “I look forward to seeing you all this evening.”

			“Mrs. Hughes,” he then said, giving the woman yet another curt nod. He then addressed each of the three sisters in turn, made a gracious bow, and turned on his heel and left.

			They watched through the windows as he swung himself up into the saddle and started off at a canter.

			“Well! He is far more handsome than I recalled,” Claire remarked, breaking the silence that he had left behind.

			“And he wasn’t nearly as stern as I remembered him, either,” Beatrice added. “Though I daresay he was a bit put out by the liberty you took, Emily, in addressing him so casually.”

			“Oh, fiddlesticks,” Emily exclaimed as she rolled her eyes heavenward. “It was obvious that he had no desire to be here. I merely meant to provoke him slightly.”

			“And a fine job you did,” Beatrice told her with a sigh.

			“Oh, Bea, the man is insufferable. We were friends once—close friends, but now, ever since Mama and Papa died and our situation is no longer what it used to be, he suddenly expects us to address him formally. Well I shan’t, Bea, and if that irks him, well then he is indeed a far greater snob than I ever would have imagined.”

			“Emily, please do try to make an effort this evening. At least for my sake, and for Claire’s. I do not wish for you to cause a scene simply because you’ve suddenly decided to thwart the rules of society.”

			Emily sighed deeply as she regarded her sisters thoughtfully. “Very well,” she finally said. “I shall call him Lord Dunhurst for your sakes alone, but I shall do it very begrudgingly.” She added the last part with a sulky expression that instantly lightened the mood.

			“Whatever the case,” Mrs. Hughes now told them. “It does appear that he is a very eligible gentleman indeed. Perhaps you might consider this, should he invite you to dance with him this evening.”

			Beatrice and Claire both chuckled, reddening with embarrassment, while Emily groaned at the prospect of having Lord Riley as her brother-in-law for all eternity.

		

	


	
		
			

			CHAPTER THREE

			The night was warm, the air filled with the scent of honeysuckle, as the sisters walked down their garden path to the carriage that awaited them. In the distance came the sound of frogs croaking—a sound to which Emily had a sentimental attachment. It reminded her of the rare summer evenings when, as a child, her father would take her and her sisters outside to stargaze. She smiled at the memory. Those had been happy days for all of them.

			The carriage rolled along at a steady pace, lurching only slightly whenever it hit a bump in the road. Claire’s eyes sparkled with joy at the experience. It had been a very long time indeed since they had had the pleasure of enjoying a carriage ride.

			“So far this has been a wonderful evening,” she exclaimed to her sisters, who returned her enthusiasm with warm smiles. “I do wish that we could do this more often.”

			The driveway’s gravel crunched beneath the horse’s hooves as they drove up to the front door. A smartly dressed footman set down the steps, then helped each of the sisters alight. They then made their way up the stone steps toward the grand foyer of Coldwell Manor.

			“Beatrice, Emily, Claire! How good of you to come,” a gentle voice exclaimed, the minute they made their entrance.

			They all turned toward the tall, slender figure that approached them—beautifully dressed in a richly embroidered gown trimmed with lace and ribbons.

			“We wouldn’t have missed it for the world. Thank you so much for inviting us, Lady Carroway,” Emily smiled. “We’ve been looking forward to this evening ever since we received the invitation.”

			“You look lovely, all three of you. I hope you shall enjoy a few dances before the night is over. There are a number of gentlemen who are very eager to make your acquaintances. I hope you do not mind my introducing them to you?” she asked, looking suddenly worried that she might have done something inappropriate. Taking Beatrice’s arm, she steered the three sisters toward the ballroom.

			“Not at all,” Beatrice grinned. “We shall welcome all gentlemen who wish to speak with us. How else are we to find suitable husbands?”

			Although Beatrice had said it jokingly, Claire still managed a faint groan at her sister’s remark. Was it really necessary to be so frank about the fact that they were actively looking? It made them seem nothing short of desperate, a view that deeply colored her cheeks from sheer embarrassment as she looked about to ensure that no one else had heard.

			Picking up on her mortification, Lady Carroway made a quick attempt to soothe her. “It’s quite all right, Claire—your secret’s safe with me.”

			Obviously it had the opposite effect and did nothing but deepen the color in her cheeks. What a horrific moment this was turning out to be.

			“Well,” Lady Carroway continued. “I was wondering if you would mind it if I took a quick turn about the room with your sister. She and I have much to discuss,” she said pointedly as she turned her gaze on Emily.

			“Not at all,” Beatrice remarked.

			“Then let us go before Claire dies of embarrassment, which she seems just about ready to do at any moment.” Lady Carroway gave a small chuckle as she took hold of Emily’s arm and guided her away from her sisters.

			Light, wispy notes of music began to rise from the orchestra, signaling that the first dance was about to commence. When Emily craned her neck to ensure that her sisters were all right, she saw that they were already deeply immersed in conversation with a number of old acquaintances. She therefore allowed herself to give Lady Carroway her full attention.

			“You know that I have always been very fond of you, Emily—and your sisters,” the viscountess was now saying. “I know that you have had a difficult number of years. Losing both of your parents at such a young age was very hard on you, I know.” She paused momentarily as she glanced out over the dance floor, her posture as regal as that of any queen.

			“I have always considered you to be a part of this family, Emily, and have had the pleasure of watching you grow into the fine young woman that you are today—kind, nurturing, and full of joy.” She stopped as she pulled Emily to the side, where a large bay window overlooked the park-like grounds. She lowered her voice. “You have always been a loyal friend to Adrian. The way in which you look at him has not gone unnoticed, either. I know that you love him.”

			“I ...” Emily began, but Lady Carroway raised her hand to stop the explanation that she knew was coming.

			“It’s quite all right, Emily. I am only too pleased that my son is fortunate enough to be loved by you. And I know that he loves you in return. That is what I wish to speak to you about,” she said with a brilliant gleam in her eyes. “Adrian has told us that he intends to marry. He would not elaborate on the matter, but I am certain that he intends to ask you.”

			Emily could barely contain her excitement, and yet, she couldn’t help the growing sense of unease that was gradually taking hold of her. “You are sure of this?” she asked.

			“I know that he adores you, Emily. I can’t think of anyone else that he might even consider. Can you?”

			“I suppose not.”

			“Then don’t worry. It will all be settled very soon.” Lady Carroway put her hand reassuringly on Emily’s arm. “You shall make him very happy indeed, Emily, and as for us ... well ... we shall soon have a daughter.”

			Emotion flooded Emily’s body so rapidly at this final remark that she knew not whether to laugh or cry. As it turned out, she did both. How fortunate she was to be shown such love and acceptance from Adrian’s mother. On impulse she gave her future mother-in-law a hug, which was returned to her wholeheartedly.

			“Emily!”

			The familiar voice made her heart leap with joy as she pulled away from Lady Carroway’s embrace. Both women turned to find Adrian striding toward them with a radiant Kate on his arm. They made a handsome couple indeed, Emily thought. It made her feel all the more lucky that she had his love and friendship.

			“Adrian,” she gasped with a smile, still taken aback by his strikingly handsome features, even after all these years. “It’s been a while since I last saw you.”

			“Too long,” he agreed as he tilted his head to kiss her on the cheek. It was a familiar gesture that he had adopted when they were children, and although it was done in a brotherly fashion, it had always filled Emily with warmth.

			“I see that you have wasted no time in attaching a beautiful lady to your arm,” Lady Carroway teased her son.

			Kate blushed ever so slightly at the remark. She knew that Mother Nature had endowed her with looks that were easy on the eyes, yet she was always embarrassed whenever it was brought into conversation. “It is a pleasure to see you again, Lady Carroway,” she said in a muted voice.

			All Emily could think was how desperately she longed to drag her friend away to a private corner and insist she tell her everything about her trip to London and the gentleman who’d won her heart. But it would have to wait.

			“I suppose you wish to steel Emily away from me, Adrian. The two of you probably have much to discuss,” Lady Carroway commented as she gave her son a knowing look.

			“We do indeed, though I am afraid that it must wait, for I have just promised Kate that I would dance the next set with her.”

			“I’m terribly sorry,” Kate managed, looking slightly flushed and embarrassed. “The truth of it is that Adrian has been quite the gentleman. He saw me standing alone after Papa and Mama had gone off to talk to their friends, and well...”

			“I insisted that she accompany me until you arrived.”

			“I hope you do not mind too much, Emily. In fact, I’ve been eagerly waiting for you myself. We really must finish the conversation that we were having earlier.”

			“It’s quite all right,” Emily told her friend with a broad smile. “Why don’t the two of you go and enjoy yourselves. I can dance with Adrian afterward, and then you and I can have a little chat.”

			“That’s what I love about you, Emily—you’re always so agreeable,” Adrian grinned. “Ah, I hear the music starting as we speak. Come on, Kate, let’s show them how it’s done.”

			As Adrian hurried away, pulling a stumbling Kate after him, Emily watched them go. Something about it didn’t sit well with her, though she couldn’t quite figure out what it was. She shook away her misgivings.

			It’s just a dance.

			When she turned, she spotted a momentary look of regret upon Lady Carroway’s face, and then it was gone.

			“Come, my dear.” Lady Carroway pulled her along but said nothing more. It was clear that her thoughts were on something else entirely.

			When they joined her sisters again, Claire could barely contain her curiosity. “Why is Adrian dancing with Kate instead of with you?” she whispered.

			“I wasn’t here when he asked her,” Emily explained. “Adrian had already offered to dance with Kate before I arrived, and it really would have been badly done if he didn’t honor his prior engagement.” It was a simple explanation, yet something about the whole exchange still bothered her.

			“He should have waited.” Lady Carroway’s voice was filled with irritation. “He should have waited and danced with you first. I’m sorry about this, Emily; it’s terribly rude of him.”

			Emily wasn’t one to get too caught up in etiquette. She merely shrugged. Why did it matter whom Adrian danced with? They were all friends after all, and Kate had known him just as long as she had. Emily had never been the jealous type, and she was determined not to start now. On the contrary, it pleased her to know that her two dearest friends could get along.

			At least, that’s what she told herself.

			Her thoughts came tumbling to the ground when she felt a sharp nudge in her ribs. It was Claire. “Emily,” she whispered. “Lord Dunhurst is asking you if you would like to dance the next set with him. He is still waiting for your reply.”

			It was all too familiar to her. She had always had a tendency to daydream. As a child, her tutors had sometimes had to tap her shoulder with a ruler to bring her back to reality. At such moments it always seemed as if she had been absent for far longer than was probably the case. She now looked flustered as she noticed Francis standing before her, an eyebrow raised as he awaited her answer.

			“Please excuse me,” she told him with a faint smile. “But I must regretfully decline as I shall be dancing the next set with Mr. Fairchild.”

			She couldn’t help but notice a brief flicker of annoyance pass behind his eyes. It did nothing but aggravate her.

			“In that case, I shall disturb you no longer,” he said as he took his leave and walked away, his eyes dark and his jaw clenched tightly shut.

			Emily followed him with her eyes as she let out a deep sigh of relief. Why did he always have this effect on her? She wondered. There was just something about him that she found to be rather unpleasant. She turned toward her sisters. “He makes me feel most uncomfortable,” she noted.

			“You were rather cold toward him, Emily,” Beatrice told her. “In fact, I daresay you were quite rude.”

			“I with him? Is he not the one who never manages to smile? And how rude of him not to invite one of you to dance after I informed him that I’d be dancing with Adrian.”

			“Honestly, Emily, he was really quite polite in asking you. Perhaps he noticed the look of disappointment on your face when Adrian chose to dance with Kate instead. There’s no need denying it—you did look rather put-out, though you made a brave attempt not to. So if you ask me, I think Francis was rather thoughtful and kind when he asked you. Naturally he would not ask anyone else once you had so flatly refused him.”

			Emily had seen no such thing. Was Beatrice right? But why would Francis ask her to dance anyway? It was no secret that he disliked her company. Perhaps Beatrice was right. Perhaps he’d merely been trying to help. Emily sighed once again. She suddenly felt as if she had wronged him in some way.

			Perhaps she ought to apologize.

			But the next thing she knew, Kate and Adrian had returned, both talking amidst bursts of laughter as they walked up to her.

			“You appear to have been enjoying yourselves immensely,” Lady Carroway observed with a strained smile.

			Kate looked suddenly flushed. There was that embarrassment again.

			“We have been, indeed,” Adrian said. “Now, dear Emily, I do believe that it is your turn.”

			Emily couldn’t conceal her happiness as he took her by the arm and led her toward the dance floor. From behind her, she could hear Claire making a quiet remark, which was swiftly followed by a string of giggles. She was confident that a joke had just been made at her expense, but all she could do was smile at it. This truly was the best night ever.

		

	


	
		
			
			CHAPTER FOUR

			As Emily and Adrian faced one another across the dance floor, she knew that she had never felt happier. How handsome he looked, all dressed in black and white—so elegant. She felt her heart skip a beat. And when he gave her that winning smile of his, it all but took her breath away.

			And yet it was as if he wasn’t quite present. It seemed as if something was distracting him. Of course it was, she thought. Marriage and marriage proposals were a serious business. He was probably trying to decide on the best way in which to broach the topic.

			As the music started up, they stepped lightly toward one another, meeting for a brief moment in the middle of the floor, hands barely touching, before stepping apart once more. When they met again, they turned quickly about, his hand resting ever so gently upon her waist. “You have no idea how much I’ve missed you,” he told her.

			Her heart leapt with joy at those reassuring words. “As I have you,” she assured him.

			“I would like an opportunity to speak with you ... in private,” he whispered. “Once this dance has ended.”

			Her stomach fluttered. He intended to ask her tonight after all. She was suddenly rendered speechless, her nerves playing havoc with her body. She simply nodded in agreement.

			As the music faded, he grasped her hand in his and pulled her along with him, away from the crowded ballroom, through French doors that had been flung open and outside onto a terrace overlooking the garden.

			The air was sweet with a faint scent of jasmine as they paused here momentarily. Adrian squeezed her hand lightly as he glanced about. Nobody else was out here. Everyone was inside enjoying the festivities.

			Spotting a low bench, he dragged her toward it. She sat down immediately, gracefully, and expectantly as he took the seat next to her, still holding her hand in his.

			“How long have we been friends, Emily?”

			“Since the beginning of time.” She managed to keep her tone even, though it was barely louder than a whisper.

			“I’ve decided to marry,” he told her abruptly.

			Emily caught her breath as tears of joy began to gather in her eyes. Finally!

			“I realize it may come as a surprise to you, though it shouldn’t really. I’ve always said that I wanted to marry before I turned thirty. I know that there is plenty of time yet—for as you know, I am but seven and twenty—but it seems so right, Emily.”

			“Does it?” she asked faintly, her heart beating so erratically she could barely concentrate on what he was telling her.

			“You and I have always been close. That’s why I want you to be the first to know ... I’ve asked Kate to be my wife.”

			Everything slowed to a halt, and her heart felt like it had suddenly stopped. She sat perfectly still, motionless as if she were frozen in time. Had she heard him right? Had the man she’d been in love with for all eternity just told her he would marry her friend? Not her, but Kate?

			“I saw her in London, while she was there visiting her aunt and uncle ...” Adrian was saying, but Emily had stopped listening.

			She looked down at her hands. He was still holding them in his. How quickly the significance of his touch had altered. No more than a second ago, she had taken it to be a sign of his love for her. Now, she saw it for what it was: one friend reaching out to another for approval. She felt her heart beat once and then again as her throat tightened and her eyes began to burn. How could she have been so naïve as to think that he would ever have considered making her his wife?

			She was suddenly acutely aware of everything. It was unbearably clear that there had been no understanding after all. In all likelihood he didn’t even recall the conversation they’d had six years ago. “I’m not ready for marriage yet,” he’d said. “But when I will be, there’s nobody I’d rather marry than you, my dearest friend.”

			He had kissed her gently that day, beneath the cherry blossoms behind her cottage. It now dawned on her that he had done it all on a whim. He might have meant what he’d said for the briefest of moments, but that was all it had been to him. To her however ... her heart was breaking apart, piece by piece, at an agonizingly slow pace.

			She had to get away from him with her dignity still intact. He mustn’t see her unravel as she knew she was about to. It was enough of a humiliation that the entire town would soon know that she was not to be his bride. Not now, not ever, even though that was what everyone had thought. That was what everyone had told her. And she had believed them. ... She had hoped. ... Oh God, what a fool she had been.

			Very slowly, as if worried that a sudden movement might cause her to shatter, she withdrew her hand. She then raised her eyes to meet his and gave him the most dazzling smile that she could muster. Then, fighting against the pain in her throat, she did her best to speak in a smooth, calm voice. “I am so happy for you, Adrian. You have made a wonderful choice in Kate, and I just know that she will make a brilliant wife. You are really very well suited for one another.”

			“So you approve? I’m so relieved. You have no idea how nervous I was about telling you. Your opinion matters more to me than anyone else’s. Thank you, Emily—you really are a true friend,” he told her sincerely. “I knew I could count on you for support.”

			Was this a nightmare? Emily wondered. Would she wake up any minute to find that it had all been nothing but a dream? That the gut-wrenching sadness she felt right now was unfounded? No, this was not a dream. She was in fact sitting here, telling the man she loved more than life itself that he had her blessing to marry somebody else.

			You are a true friend. The words echoed in her mind, viciously stabbing at her heart.

			“Are you all right?” she heard him ask.

			Panic spread erratically throughout her body. How much longer could she maintain her composure? Already the tears were welling in her eyes. Emily was thankful for the darkness of night that masked her true emotions. She nodded vigorously in response to his question, then managed to choke out, “Yes, I’m fine. Like I said, I wish both of you the best, Adrian.” Rising to her feet, she steadied herself, willing herself to remain calm for a moment longer. “Goodbye.”

			“Goodbye? What the devil ... where are you going, Emily? Are you quite sure you’re all right? You’re not ill, are you?”

			“As a matter of fact, I think I’m about to be quite ill indeed,” she told him sharply, her pain transforming into anger. How could he pretend to be so ignorant of her feelings? How could he act as though he hadn’t the faintest idea of how she felt about him? It suddenly infuriated her that he had been so careless, so selfish, and so unfeeling. It wasn’t like him ... or was it? Had she just not seen how thoughtless he could be?

			“I have to go, Adrian—I’m sorry. Please excuse me.” Snatching her hand away from his, she fled, her mind set only on getting away from him, Kate, and the rest of Hardington’s inhabitants.

			Adrian watched as she ran down the steps and disappeared into the garden. He wondered for a moment if he should run after her. After all, she had said that she was feeling ill. Then again, for whatever reason, it seemed as if she wanted to be alone. He got up slowly, his eyes unwillingly searching for her in the darkness, but she was gone.

			As he walked back inside, light notes of music floated out to greet him. He studied the ballroom for a moment, looking for Kate. Instead he located his mother and Emily’s sisters, who appeared to be deep in conversation with one another.

			“Ladies,” he greeted them, interrupting their conversation. “I merely wish to inform you that Emily appears to have taken ill. She wished to be alone for a while and, well ... in fact, I believe she may have gone home.”

			“Dear God, Adrian!” his mother exclaimed. “And you let her leave, just like that? You should have offered her a carriage.”

			“I would have, Mother,” he said, his voice betraying his annoyance. “However, she hurried off before I had the chance to suggest it.”

			“And why was that, Adrian?” Lady Carroway asked, her eyes narrowing as she studied her son.

			“How the devil should I know?”

			“You mean to tell me that you didn’t even ask her why she was suddenly unwell? After all, she was fine before she left to dance with you. In fact, she was radiant ... no sign of impending illness whatsoever. What did you tell her, Adrian?”

			Adrian held his mother’s gaze. “Just that I have asked Kate to marry me. I wanted her to be the first to know,” he said as all three women drew sharp breaths and stared at him in horror. “She congratulated me and wished me well, as unlike you—as it is becoming increasingly clear—I know that I can always count on her for support.”

			“You’re a damn fool, Adrian,” his mother snapped. “Beatrice and Claire, I must apologize for my son’s obvious lack of tact. Come quickly ... we must find Francis. He’ll know what to do.”

			“Perhaps I could ...”

			“Thank you, but I do believe that you’ve done quite enough.” Without offering her son another word, Lady Carroway turned on her heel and hurried off. Only Beatrice managed a quick goodbye, though her eyes now seemed to be filled with anything but compassion for him.

			What the hell is going on?

			Adrian watched them go. He’d be damned if he ever understood what went on in women’s brains. It all seemed to be one big muddle to him. With an exasperated sigh he glanced around once more in search of Kate. Finding her, he picked up a glass of wine from a tray held by a waiter, then made his way over to where she was standing.

			They spotted Francis in the card room, where he was having a friendly game of bridge together with Lord Hutton, Mr. Birkley, and Lord Carroway, the latter being his partner. Lady Carroway quietly requested that Claire and Beatrice wait for her by the door. She then approached her husband.

			Beatrice and Claire watched Lord Carroway’s reaction as his wife spoke to him, her voice but a whisper, close to his ear. As she straightened, he ran a hand through his hair. He made no attempt to hide his obvious concern as he threw his cards down onto the table. “Gentlemen, it appears that we are done here. Lord Dunhurst, please go with my wife. There seems to be a pressing matter that needs your immediate attention. ... She will explain it to you.”

			Without the slightest display of emotion, Francis finished the remainder of his cognac. He then rose to his feet, gave a polite nod to his companions, and followed Lady Carroway from the room.

			“How may I be of service?” he asked. He had followed the women into the parlor, where they had each taken a seat. He had remained standing, his elbow resting against the mantle
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