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        February 1809

      

      

      

      Quinton Chance, Viscount Noble was crying, and he didn’t know how to stop. It had started with a single tear leaking from the corner of his eye, rolling down his cheek. He’d swiped at it, thought it an anomaly. It hadn’t been. He’d been leaking all day long, during the funeral, during the interment. He’d remained behind in the chapel, too embarrassed to follow the others as they’d filed outside into the drizzling rain.

      What the hell was wrong with him? Men died every day. Just because this one happened to be his father, and just because he happened to quite like his father, didn’t mean he had to wail about it. He took a shaky breath and rubbed the heel of his gloved hand over his raw eyes. His chest constricted, and it took more effort than it should have to pull a breath into his lungs, to push it out again. Was he dying? Rather felt like it.

      “Quinton?” The soft voice, so hesitant and so familiar, seemed to brush him on the shoulder, a gentle touch, a query.

      He turned around. She stood in the chapel doorway, sunlight flooding around her, making a halo of her golden curls. Lady Charlotte Merriweather, his neighbor and friend—if a viscount could have a girl for a friend—since… forever, stepped toward him, her gait as hesitant as her voice had been, her hands clutched behind her back.

      “Can I help?” she asked.

      Not are you well. An important distinction, that. Are you well is what everyone had asked him since his father’s death. Of course he wasn’t bloody well. His father was dead, and he’d become the viscount responsible for everything and everyone around him, at barely twenty years of age. Some men had children already. Quinton knew that. Quinton knew there were men who had held their titles since childhood. But Quinton had never thought to be one of them. His father had been hale and hearty and very much alive, and Quinton should have had time. Time to simply be himself before he had to exist for others.

      But Lottie knew he wasn’t well as she crept ever closer. Of course he was horrible. He much preferred the question she’d asked. More astute than the customary.

      He shook his head. “No, you cannot help me.” What good could a sixteen-year-old girl do? Too innocent, too ignorant of the hardships of men’s lives.

      “It’s absolute rubbish,” she said, stopping next to him. “Losing your parent. I can’t even imagine… I love Mama and Papa so dearly…” She snorted. “Rubbish.”

      He rubbed another tear away.

      She glanced up at him, a quick dart of her blue eyes. “You look horrid. Should I bring everyone back for a second funeral?”

      “And a third. You appear to be on death’s door, Merriweather. Black does not suit you.”

      She sighed, deep and heavy. “I suppose I’ll take pity on you.”

      He raised a brow, curiosity punching bright holes in his grief. “You? Pity me?”

      “Oh yes. Because you see…” She unclasped her arms from behind her back and shoved a tiny, sleeping puppy into his face. “I’ve brought you this. To make you feel better for just a little while. My papa’s dog had pups, and he said I could give you one. But you’ve been so impolite, my sympathy has entirely dissipated.” Another deep, dramatic sigh. “I suppose I’ll relent. From pity. Here.” She shoved the puppy at his chest, and its limp, brown body composed almost entirely of large, floppy ears and loose, silken fur burrowed into his cravat. It yipped.

      And Lottie smiled. “Feel better?”

      He didn’t want to, but he did—he grinned and dusty sunlight poured through those holes that curiosity had left in his sadness. “A little.”

      “And you said I couldn’t help.” Such satisfaction in her tone, such pride.

      Holding a soft pup and with such a confident creature next to him, he should have found a path forward. The tears should have dried up.

      They poured, and he dropped to his knees with gut-wrenching sobs.

      “Oh.” Lottie dropped to her knees, too, her hands fluttering around his shaking shoulders. “Oh, Quinton. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. I only meant to tease you a little bit. Not to hurt you, but to distract you. I’m so sorry.” Grief choked her voice now.

      And that made the tears pour more quickly. He curled in on himself, pressing his forehead to the floor and trapping the puppy in the cavity of his chest with rigid arms. Everything changed. Every damn thing in his life was different and no father to show him the way.

      A soft hand settled on his back, on the ridge of his spine. A mere touch. Nothing more. No soft shushing like a mother to a babe, and no false reassurances that everything would be fine. She just sat next to him, a corner of her skirts spilling into his cavern of grief, and let him cry.

      Coughing finally roused him. But not hers. Male and from across the room. It echoed around them. Quinton rose and sat back on his heels, wiping his nose with one sleeve and his eyes with the other.

      His father’s best friend, Mr. Barnaby Percival, stood in the chapel doorway with a stern and craggy face. Gray lightly streaked his dark hair, and the lines on his face spoke more of displeasure than of laughter enjoyed well and often. His gray eyes were sunless skies, capable of striking lightning.

      “My lord,” he said, “I have need of you.”

      Lottie popped to her feet, eyes blazing. “What could you possibly need right now? Can’t you see he needs a moment alone?”

      Seemed impossible, but Barnaby’s face grew craggier. “I’m sure your mother is wondering where you are, Lady Charlotte.”

      Lottie’s hands found her hips, and she threw her chin up. She would not be sent away. Always ready for battle, little Lottie. Exhaustion hugged him tight. Nothing left in him for fighting.

      “It’s fine,” he said. “Go find your mother. Thank you.”

      She studied his face for several seconds, and then with a hard jaw, she nodded and flounced out of the chapel. Quinton laughed without quite realizing it, but when he heard the sound—so astounding—it made him want to laugh again. Lottie… always entertaining. He’d needed her distraction as much as he had needed her understanding.

      He pushed to his feet, clutching the pup to his chest. It seemed to have fallen asleep, and its light, limp weight somehow tethered him to the earth. “What is it, Barnaby?”

      “A man from London is here to meet with the viscount.”

      “It can wait. We just put my father in the ground.”

      “It can’t.” Barnaby marched forward. “You’re the viscount now. You don’t have the luxury of grief. The world does not stop because you’re wounded.” The word said with a sneer. “People do not stop depending on you because you’re crying,” he said with a hard laugh.

      Quinton’s hands fisted, and he strode toward the door. Better that than putting his fist in Barnaby’s face. How humiliating—to be caught crying by a man so hard a blade against his skin would spark instead of slice. If Quinton hit him, he’d likely break all the bones in his hand.

      Barnaby followed, his bootsteps heavy on the stone floor. “Don’t think you can ignore this lesson, boy. Don’t be weak like your father.”

      Quinton swung around, and his fist found the man’s cravat, tangled, tugged, choked. “Don’t say a word about my father.”

      “He almost ruined everything for his first wife. Did you know that? She fell ill, and he spent almost every penny on doctors, trips, all useless. Thank God, he married a sensible woman the second time around. Your mother didn’t want love, and your father didn’t want to give it anymore. And do you know what happened?”

      Quinton released Barnaby, gave him his back, and stepped into the rain.

      Barnaby followed. “He suddenly had a son and heir. And he made good investments to refill the coffers, and he had time to give to his tenants.”

      “Why are you rambling about this, Barnaby? I know all about my father’s first wife. The story grows tedious.”

      “Because you were bawling like a babe in that girl’s lap. I’ve seen it before. She’s dangerous. She’ll ruin you.”

      Quinton rolled his eyes. “I wasn’t in her lap. And Lottie’s a child, a friend.”

      “Don’t let her close or she’ll become more.” Barnaby flicked his wrist to the gray sky and tugged the hem of his glove down. An insignificant gesture. To most. To Quinton, it brought the past into screaming life. His father used to do the exact same thing. Then Barnaby folded his arms behind his back and walked forward with a slight lean. His torso would arrive at his destination before his feet. Same as Quinton’s father.

      Drowning in his own damn tears, Quinton grasped the only bit of wood floating toward him. His father could offer him no guidance, but Barnaby, perhaps, could. He grasped hold, steadied himself with Barnaby’s certainty.

      “You can’t be weak, boy. Ever. A lesson your father learned in the most difficult of ways. Do you think he wants you to make the same mistakes?”

      Quinton paused, everything in him freezing in time around that one question.

      “Your father’s gone, Lord Noble.” Barnaby’s eyes were hard as buttons. “But I’m here if you need me. Your father asked me to lead you if you require it, to stop you from making the same mistakes he made. You can’t be weak. And nothing makes a man weaker than love, than a woman he can cry with.”

      Had his father truly desired that? He’d not been there in his final days. But Barnaby had. His father had always done what was best for Quinton, and he’d put his future in Barnaby’s hands.

      “Go ahead and put your heart to sleep,” Barnaby said. “You won’t be needing it.”

      Quinton took a final glimpse over his shoulder at the chapel, then left his heart sleeping in the cold sepulcher beside his father.
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      June 1813

      

      Lottie ran from the chapel and into the brightest sunshine she’d ever seen in all her one and twenty years. Tears streamed down her face, and the wind stole curls from her coiffure until her hair trailed long and wild behind her in the breeze.

      She stumbled into the forest, bouncing from tree to tree, losing a slipper somewhere along the way…

      She’d lost so much more than a slipper. She’d lost both parents. Crushed in a carriage accident. Gone. Forever. Too heavy. Much too heavy. Her legs wobbled under the weight, collapsed. She sank as far into the warm earth as it would let her and sobbed, careless of mud or grass or bugs or anything but for the crushing pain squeezing her chest, her ribs like claws around her heart. She’d gained a reputation during her first London Season for always being perfectly attired, perfectly behaved. The perfect duke’s daughter. They would not recognize her now. She was no longer a duke’s daughter now. Her brother was duke, and she was… she was…

      “Merriweather?”

      She bolted upright and squeezed her eyes tightly closed. She’d imagined the voice. She had to because Quinton had not spoken a word to her for four years.

      The grass crunched behind her, as if beneath the weight of a man’s footstep. She must be imagining that as well. Then a warmth beside her.

      “Lottie?” Quinton’s voice said again, softer this time. And that she could not imagine because she had no experience from which to conjure softness from him.

      She opened her eyes and turned her head. He sat next to her, his face pale, and his whisky-colored eyes full of the same sorrow she’d seen in them the day they’d buried his father. His sandy-brown hair had been falling over his face then, but he wore it perfectly styled now, waving back from his forehead as if he’d not run through a forest like she just had. Because he hadn’t. He’d followed, presumably, at a more sedate pace, and he clutched her missing slipper between both hands.

      “What are you doing here?” She spoke without emotion, studying only the blank future stretching out before her.

      “I saw you run off. I was worried.” He leaned over her leg and lifted her foot gently, brushed dirt and grass from her stocking, and slipped the shoe on. The touch, so careful, so meticulous, made her want to cry.

      Then he sat back down, bent a knee, and rested a forearm against it, and she tried not to notice how the movement pulled the wool of his jacket taut over strong muscle. Unfortunately, she noticed such things about him, even in her grief. She’d tried not to during her Season, had tried to notice such things about other men who noticed her.

      Futile. Unfortunately.

      “You think me incapable of handling my own grief?”

      “I’m sure you can do that fine. I think you incapable of running without tripping over a root.”

      She gasped. “I would never trip. I’m quite fleet of foot, as you well know. I could beat you in a race, you⁠—”

      He grinned.

      Her world stopped. Not just because he’d been teasing her. Not just because that grin of his with strong lips and white, even teeth, shone brighter than the happy sun above. But because he never grinned these days. Not that she’d seen. Not since his father’s death.

      She picked up a leaf near her foot. “Hmph. I’ll not succumb to teasing.”

      “I’m not teasing. You’ve worn nothing but ball gowns and slippers the last several months, and your only exercise has been sedate strolls in Hyde Park. I doubt you could beat me. I doubt you can even walk without the assistance of a footman. Or a beau.”

      “When we were children, I⁠—”

      “We’re not children anymore.”

      Why did that make her feel… hot? Must be the sun. She inched away from him and leaned against the large trunk of a mossy tree.

      “How do you survive?” she asked him.

      He sighed and joined her against the tree, their shoulders kissing. “Barely at first, but then a day at a time until it’s a bit better.” He’d not needed an explanation to know what she meant. The loss of a parent. Or both parents. “Find something else to eat the time up with.” He nudged her shoulder with his, sending her almost to the ground. “You can do that, Merriweather.”

      Could she? She righted herself with a glare his way and leaned her head against the tree. She turned to face him, knowing she gave him her every weakness in the two tears rolling down her cheeks. “I don’t know if I can.”

      His eyelashes, golden somehow despite his darker hair, fluttered, then something shifted in his eyes. He lifted a hand to her cheek and wiped the tear away. A speck of dirt, too, he held up between them before stripping his glove off and letting it fall to the ground. “There are many ways, many distractions.”

      More tears replaced the one he’d demolished. “Such as?”

      “Hell, Lottie.” He licked his lips. “Distractions such as this.”

      He kissed her, a soft meeting of lips, as bright and hot as the sun above, while his ungloved hand cupped her face. He breathed into the kiss, a sound, a rush of sensation that said something she didn’t understand and promised something she wanted as much as she wanted her parents back.

      When he pulled away, his hand remained, and a groove appeared between his brows.

      “Why?” she asked, incapable of language outside of that one word.

      He blinked, seemingly unsure. “You comforted me once, so…”

      “Comfort me again?”

      “I shouldn’t.”

      “Please, Quin⁠—”

      His comfort came like fire, sudden and all-consuming as his unoccupied arm curved around her waist, pulling their bodies closer together, and his lips met hers again with greater pressure.

      And more passion.

      A door unlocked inside Lottie. A light blazed on. And a need that had been sleeping dreamlessly inside her woke up. Not a need for Quinton. She’d long known she harbored an unwise affection for her neighbor and childhood friend.

      A new need growled awake within her—for touches, caresses, kisses.

      She clutched his shoulders—strong and solid and comforting. Then she tangled her hands in his cravat, pulling him closer, groping her way to the back of his neck where his silky hair curled, and the sensation made her want more.

      More. Her mother had told her about it before her Season, wanting her armed with the knowledge of womanhood. Knowledge. She had it. Practice… she wanted it.

      She may have squeaked as she leaned into Quinton fully, needing his arms tighter around her, needing so much she couldn’t name. He toppled to the ground, and she fell atop him, and he growled and bit her bottom lip, then scattered kisses along her jaw, and she sighed his name.

      “Quinton.”

      He froze.

      That couldn’t be good. She froze too, looked down at him. “Quinton?”

      He unwrapped his arms from around her waist and scurried backward on his forearms. Like she was a hound and he the hunted fox. Once free of her, he jumped to his feet, brushed off his trousers.

      “Enough distraction, Merriweather.” His throat bobbed as he swallowed. “Are you well now?”

      Not even a little bit. “Perfectly fine. Thank you.”

      “Yes. Perfect. You can distract yourself now?” He waited for no answer, merely nodded, and disappeared around the side of the tree, the crunch of his boots growing fainter until they disappeared entirely.

      Lottie sank back against the tree, her hand hovering above her mouth, afraid to touch it lest it banished the sensation of his lips against hers. Her first kiss. A distraction. It had worked, too. And not one likely to be repeated. He clearly thought it a mistake. A moment gone too far with the neighbor girl he’d known all his life. Most kisses were a prelude. This one a nail in the coffin of a brief but brilliant living thing. The kiss had simply added more weight to that she already bore. Another loss to carve her hollow.

      What would she do without her parents?

      And what would she do without the man who’d awakened her desire?
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        April 1819

      

      

      

      The actress’s lips were… fine. Perfectly acceptable. Perfectly kissable. The right shape and size and—if Quinton dared to find out—texture for pleasure. She leaned against the door in the theater alley, beckoning him as she’d beckoned the actor she’d shared the stage with half an hour earlier. Her kohl-lined eyes said without words exactly what she wanted. His lips. On hers.

      Quinton sauntered toward her, into the shadows. “Afternoon, luv. Excellent performance.”

      “Hm.” She purred. “Thank you, my lord. But I’ve heard you give quite an impressive performance as well.”

      He stopped just before her. Pretty enough—rouged cheeks and eyes made dark and tempting by the kohl.

      “Good evening, Viscount Noble.” The words tumbled from her wicked grin. “Do the gossips speak the truth?”

      “About…?”

      “Certain of your appendages being as noble as your name?” Her gaze flicked downward, lingered on his fall. An invitation if he’d ever seen one.

      And he had. More than he could count. He should accept it, enjoy a quick fuck after a sleepless night, and return home ready to face the demands the day would lay about his shoulders like mud-heavy bricks. He’d earned it, eschewing pleasure in the dark hours that had just passed in order to pore over plans for new cottages at Bluevale, his country seat. A rough rutting in the alley with a willing actress was all he had time to indulge in.

      He’d come here for that express purpose, having received the actress’s note early yesterday evening. Mable Marcus—the most sought-after actress of the age, a celebrated beauty. And she’d invited him backstage. For a private performance after her matinee. Alluring. Talented. And she wanted him.

      But when Quinton looked at her lips, his heart remained sleeping. Not a single bit of him stirred for her, most especially not his noble appendage. But he did not wish to offer her offense with his rejection. He leaned forward, trailed a finger down her round, pretty face. “Unfortunately, not this afternoon, Mrs. Marcus. I came merely to express my admiration of your talent.” He stepped away from her.

      She pouted. “I have other talents, you know.” A glint of pain lingered in the drooping corners of her mouth.

      He winked, stepped back again. “Of that I’ve no doubt. Seeing you up close, though, it’s clear you’re as beautiful as they say. Much too refined for a man like me.”

      She blushed, her smile returning, and he left.

      Left the actress unkissed and left himself cursed. Early evening wrapped navy shadows round him as he pulled the brim of his beaver hat low. He kicked through puddles as he stomped toward Mayfair.

      He was cursed. Because it had been over three years since he’d kissed a woman. He’d been celibate for a year. Fucking proved no fun without kissing, apparently. A woman’s lips on his, his lips everywhere on her body—a miracle of sensation, a moment of transport.

      Ruined. Because of her.

      Lady Charlotte Merriweather. Sister to a duke, prim as a prude, and the last woman he’d kissed with enjoyment, with urgency and need. He’d tried his best since the kiss six years ago to forget, tried to use every other willing woman’s lips to muffle the memory. Unsuccessfully.

      Hell, Barnaby had been right. A vein of softness ran through Quinton’s blood when a viscount should be, needed to be strong, hard as steel with a sleeping heart. The only way to do his duty to his title, to his ancestors, to his people, to his father, and to his future heir.

      For years, he’d thought Barnaby’s views on women baseless. He’d never met a woman he’d destroy the world for. Then he’d kissed Lottie and his heart had come to wakefulness moaning her name, his lips on hers, their hearts beating together beneath that summer sky as the sun cast gold and shadows over her face. Then he’d known exactly what Barnaby meant, and he’d done everything he could to keep Lottie away, to keep himself away, his heart sleeping. He did not destroy worlds for love.

      But he did find himself in need of an heir. One of those mud-heavy bricks. And since he couldn’t enjoy bed sport anymore, he might as well do it for practical purposes.

      He entered his London townhome half an hour later. He needed a bath. And food. Then to speak with his estate manager about the cottages. He’d not yet made a decision on which plans to follow. Perhaps the man would have some insight.

      “Quin! Is that you, darling?” His mother’s voice from down the hall.

      “Coming, Mother.” He handed his greatcoat to the butler, Mr. Carter, and found his mother in her private parlor, smiling and sunny in yellow, her slightly silvered blonde hair hidden by a matching turban.

      She patted the seat next to her on a too small and spindly couch. “Sit, darling. You look horrid.”

      He felt horrid. He’d had too much scotch, one too many cheroots. He stank, and his mouth tasted like mud. Or worse.

      “Out carousing again?” She chuckled.

      If only.

      “With one of your actresses?” More prodding.

      “No. I told you. I’m ready to marry. No more actresses. Speaking of which, have you made a decision yet?” He pinched the bridge of his nose. “I need tea. No, coffee.”

      She called a maid and requested a fresh pot, then sat by him once more. With a satisfied sigh, she reached down and scratched Princess’s ear as the hound rose on unsteady hips and came to sniff Quinton, tail wagging. “I’ve not made a decision yet. I find it rather uncomfortable to choose your wife for you.”

      “I trust you.” He angled away from her to speak so she did not have to smell him and rubbed Princess’s belly with the toe of his boot. He pressed his eyes closed and massaged his temples. His mother was everything light and lovely, everything kindness and truth. “You know better than I which lady will make a good Viscountess Noble.” He scrubbed his clammy palms over his face and kept them there. Hiding in the darkness, he heard the coffee arrive, heard the tinkle of china and silver as she fixed him a cup and set it before him. He opened his eyes and reached for it.

      She beamed. “I want you to be happy, Quin. And if you take no interest in the process of choosing a wife, I’m afraid you will not be. I want to know when I leave you that you’ll be well cared for—heart, soul, and body.”

      He sat bolt upright. “Leave? What do you mean by that?”

      With an annoyed grumble, Princess flopped to her belly and closed her eyes.

      His mother cleared her throat, a tiny, almost proper sound. “Death, my dear, that is what I mean.”

      He snorted. “You’re not dying any time soon.” Was she? He studied her more closely. Laugh lines around her eyes. Grooves of worry between them. Thin frame and sturdy spine. Same as always. He couldn’t lose her, too. If she was sick, he could help. In whatever way possible. “You’re not sick, are you?”

      “No, I’m not. But Quinton… there are other reasons I might leave you.”

      “What?” He could not think of any.

      “Marriage.”

      “When I marry, you will stay right here and⁠—”

      “Not you. Me.”

      Well, that floored him.

      She laughed. “You look like I’ve just dumped a chamber pot over your head.” She placed two fingers under his chin and snapped his mouth shut. “It’s been almost a decade since your father died. I’m tired of being alone.”

      He took her hand, folded it between his, his stink be damned. He needed the solidity of her bone and skin to reassure him. Not sick. Merely starting up her life again. Considering it. He squeezed and released her, then took up his coffee. “You’ve no need to marry, Mother. I’ll always support you.” He sipped. “Hell! It’s hot.”

      “Language, Quinton.” A soft warning.

      Those did the most damage, soared straight to the heart. Thunk. Dead.

      “I’ve no need to marry.” She picked up her own cup but did not drink. It hovered right over her mouth, her eyes clouded by steam. “This time I’ll do it for love.”

      He knew well his parents had not shared much outside of duty. They’d respected one another, trusted one another, but there had been no love. His father had tried that with his first wife, found it devilish, and made corrections in his second marriage. A strong man didn’t marry for love, didn’t cloud his judgment with a soft heart. His father had learned that lesson the hard way, so Quinton would not have to suffer similarly.

      “I do not think you’re missing out on much, Mother,” he said.

      His mother sipped with no accident. Scalding heat suited her, it seemed. “I’m disappointed you think so. I suppose that is why you think I should be the one to choose your wife.”

      “Yes. It is purely a practical matter.”

      Through the steam rising from her cup, her gaze sliced into his. “I cannot do it. I will not. You are to be involved in choosing your wife. I insist. In fact, I’ve sent out invitations for a series of events I will host, and you will attend. During these events, you are to court and choose a bride.”

      “No. There’s no reason for it. It’s a waste of time. Just draw a name from a jar and be done with it.”

      She placed her cup delicately on the table and straightened her shoulders. “I will choose for you. But you will attend the events. I must see you with the ladies to know if you suit. Even when choosing practically, compatibility is of great importance.”

      Hell. She had a point. He groaned. “Very well. I’ll attend.”

      His mother clapped her hands. “Excellent. I should have known your good sense would win out. I do not enjoy hosting parties, of course. I’ve never been good at it, but I’ll not let that stop me. This is important. You are important.” She took another sip of her tea. “With Lottie’s guidance, it will be easy.”

      Lottie.

      A name like a death knell.

      “You don’t mean Lady Charlotte M⁠—”

      “Merriweather, yes, that’s exactly who I mean. What other Lottie is there?”

      None other.

      “No.” Knowing she might help him find a wife sat like a rotten fish in his gut.

      His mother blinked, set her cup softly on the table, and tilted her head. “No?”

      “No, Lady Charlotte cannot help you.”

      “I assure you, she can. You attended the ball last Season she hosted for her brother. A triumph. It quite transported me. You should have offered her a dance, being her brother’s oldest friend.”

      Quinton’s father and the Duke of Clearford, Samuel’s father, had owned neighboring estates. Samuel and Quinton and every one of Samuel’s sisters had grown up tumbling about the countryside with one another. Naturally, assumptions about marriage had taken place throughout the years.

      “I’m not marrying any of Samuel’s sisters,” he insisted, peering at the coffee. Had the steam receded enough yet? He picked up the cup, sipped, sighed that he could finally drink it without burning his gullet.

      “I’m not suggesting you do. They’re too nice for you. At one time, I thought you and Lottie… When you were children, you were so close. Then something shifted.”

      “I grew up. We were playmates when I was a boy, but a man cannot have a girl for a friend.”

      “Nonsense. Doesn’t matter now, though. She likely wouldn’t have you if you begged. If you caroused less, perhaps...”

      He dropped his head into his hands and propped sharp elbows into his thighs. “Again with the carousing? As my sainted mother, you’re not supposed to know about that.”

      “Perhaps your mother is not quite as saintly as you think.”

      He looked up, a bit horrified.

      She chuckled, raised a brow. “You exist, darling. Ponder that for a moment.”

      “I don’t think I will.”

      Another chuckle that bled into a sigh. “No, Lottie is not meant for you. Not anymore. Nor are the others. But… you might seek out Samuel’s help as I have sought out Lottie’s. The Daily Current reports that”—she pulled a wrinkled bit of newspaper from beneath her skirts—“every single man in need of a wife finds himself, eventually, before the townhouse of the Duke of Clearford.” She pulled a pair of spectacles from a pocket and perched them on her nose to read. “Having married off one of his famously unmarriageable sisters, a woman many considered beyond the reach of the entire population of London beau⁠—”

      “Rubbish.”

      “Shh. It continues. The duke is considered every bachelor’s surest route to matrimonial success. If he can teach a man how to catch one of his superior and not unreasonably discerning sisters, he can teach a man to catch any woman he chooses to chase.”

      “You believe that rubbish?”

      The newspaper fluttered to her lap, and his mother repocketed her spectacles. “He helped his sister wed that newspaperman last Season. They’re quite happy.”

      Happy. He snorted. “Men aren’t supposed to care about happiness. Only results matter.” Like improving the cottages. “Barnaby always says⁠—”

      “Oh, Barnaby. I’ve always disliked him. Now, Quin, all you must do is appear at these events and become acquainted with the ladies. You must behave yourself, though. Unwed innocents are a different sort of creature from what you’re used to. No lewd topics of discussion, no leering, no smirking.”

      “I don’t leer.”

      “You do. I’ve seen it.” Her usually serene face scrunched up. “At women’s lips. It’s quite unmannerly.”

      Hell. He did stare at women’s lips. Almost constantly. Trying to figure out what the hell was wrong with him. How to break the curse. “Never innocent ladies’ lips,” he insisted. Especially not that one innocent lady’s lips.

      “That is the problem, you know. It’s the wrong set of lips. Entirely wrong. You look at lips you can’t marry. During these events, you may peruse the lips of ladies who are perfectly suited for marriage. Don’t sample them, of course. Not until you’ve proposed. But you might browse a bit.”

      The wrong lips. Yes, perhaps therein lay the problem. He’d spent the last several years courting every pair of unacceptable lips that came his way. Those only belonging to women he could never wed. And he’d failed to banish the ghost of Lottie’s kiss. He’d never tried a proper woman before. Not since Lottie.

      He chuckled. Damn, such a simple answer to the problem. He’d been attending a knife fight with his bare fists. But he had the correct weapons now. If he kissed, wed a proper lady, he’d finally be rid of Lottie and obligated to kiss his wife and his wife only. He should have thought of it sooner.

      “When is the first event?” he asked.

      “A week from today. Lottie assured me we could be prepared by then. Just a simple afternoon tea. Don’t you want to hear who the guests are?”

      “No.” Didn’t matter as long as the woman knocked Lottie out of his head like a fist knocked a tooth from a skull—quickly and efficiently. Brutally. Speaking of Lottie. “Lady Charlotte is helping you, but will she be attending the tea? The other events?”

      “Oh, yes. She’s promised, and she must. I need her. She just left, you know. If you’d slept at home, you would have, no doubt, ran into her.”

      He sank slowly back down to the couch. Would he be able to focus on any lips but hers with her about? He shook his head, standing once more. “No. She can’t help you.”

      His mother sighed. “Quinton.” She snapped his name into two heavy bricks. “I need her, and I’ll have her, no matter what little spat you two are embroiled in at the moment. I’ve never understood it. Always fighting, you two.”

      A warm heavy weight rolled onto his foot. Princess. She looked up with sleepy, loving eyes. The same eyes she’d stared at him with ten years ago when Lottie had first handed the small ball of too-big fur over to him.

      Usually, he’d allow his mother whatever she wished, no argument whatsoever, but this… he couldn’t.

      “I don’t want her involved with finding me a wife.” He couldn’t have her around.

      His mother stood. “Too late for that, darling. She’s already set off to Fleet Street with my invitations. She promised that brother-in-law of hers, the newspaperman, could print our invitations today. So very convenient to have such a man for a connection.” She sauntered toward the door, clearly done with their conversation. “I suggest you bathe. And visit Clearford about his Guide. I do dislike suggesting you may need help to attract a proper young lady, but…” She considered him over her shoulder, the corner of her mouth lifted in a grimace. “You may very well need help.” She disappeared into the hallway.

      Help from Samuel’s Guide. It wouldn’t hurt, and he needed every weapon in his arsenal to combat the curse that had settled over him for the last six years. Six damn years. He’d not known anything to be particularly wrong at first. He’d kissed Lottie, a moment of softness in the face of her soul-shadowing grief. She’d just watched both her parents’ bodies interred at the family chapel, and she’d run into the woods. He’d followed, caught her, held her, kissed her. A nodcock idea born of desperation. She’d given him a puppy when he’d been low. He smiled fondly down at Princess. He’d had nothing to give her. But himself. Her pain had torn him in two, and he’d given into the urge to fix it, cure it. And somehow ruined himself in the process.

      Because Lady Charlotte Merriweather’s kiss had cursed him. If he even dared attempt to kiss another woman, as soon as he closed his eyes, he saw Lottie, crying in the woods, shoeless and loving, in pain. He hated her a bit for that. He should be strong, impenetrable, but she uncovered his hidden weaknesses, peered beneath his skin, and found the real him—helpless.

      Celibate.

      Hell. He shot to his feet. He must marry. And soon.

      But first, he had to get rid of her. Because just like every other goal he’d accomplished in his life, he’d make a victory of courtship. Having Lottie about while he tried to do it just might steer him off course.

      He left the house without a bath, though he did collect his tin of mint leaves from his study first. His phaeton was readied in moments, and he was on his way. Toward the Duke of Clearford’s home. Where Quinton would acquire one of Samuel’s courtship guides. And where he would let Lady Charlotte Merriweather know he did not need her help.
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      Lottie must enjoy torture. Of the self-inflicted variety. Why else would she have agreed to help Lady Noble find a wife for her son? A man Lottie had long thought herself in love with. Unrequited love—another of her self-inflicted pains. She might as well put her hand in the printing press within arm’s reach and slam the heavy frame down on top of it.

      Her one solace? That Quinton Chance, Viscount Noble would surely experience a bit of torture during the series of planned courting events himself. And at her hands. Delicious, that.

      “Lottie?” Andromeda, Lottie’s sister, looked away from the man loading the press with paper and shaping the letters into place and nudged her with a shoulder. “Your expression went from gloom to murderously delighted in a breath. I’m distinctly worried. Should we vacate the premises to ensure the safety of, well, everyone? You’re not about to flick knives into every man’s chest, are you? Or set the building aflame? Lots of paper here. I’d suggest against it.”

      Lottie wiped the apparently murderously delighted expression from her face and replaced it with her well-practiced angelic smile. “Not at all. I’d never be the agent of destruction for my dear brother-in-law’s place of business. It’s proved so very useful of late. No, I would like to destroy someone else entirely.”

      “Ah!” Andromeda poked Lottie in the shoulder. “There it is again. You want to murder Noble. Admit it.”

      “When do I not want to marry Noble?”

      Andromeda lifted a dark-blonde brow, rolled her lips between her teeth. Her cheeks grew red as if she were about to explode.

      “Are you well? About to cast up your accounts?” Lottie scowled.

      “You just said⁠—”

      “Blast!” She heard it now. “Murder. I meant murder, not marry. I always wish to murder Noble.”

      Another bump, one sister’s shoulder to another. “And marry him.”

      “Not anymore. I’ve plans.”

      The man pushing the press frame down, muscles bulging against fine but rumpled linen, released the handle with a grunt. “Here you are, Lottie. And glad to hear you’ve no plans to burn my empire to ash.” Mr. Tristan Kingston, owner of several printshops, ships, and a variety of other ventures—and married quite happily to Andromeda—grinned, raked a hand through his messy dark hair, and stretched his back. “Forget Noble, I say. He’s a prick.”

      She should admonish him. Such language. And herself and Andromeda ladies, a duke’s sisters. But truly, what did it matter? She already knew the word, its meaning, its implications. She likely knew more words for a man’s member than he did. She was, after all, quite well-read and with all the right books. Books no proper lady should know existed. But Lottie and her oldest sisters did know. They’d found such books among their mother’s possessions after their parents’ deaths, and then the women had found them. All ladies who moved among the ton, and all of whom had borrowed their mother’s books, who wanted to borrow the books still, from the sisters. Lottie and her sisters had spent four years loaning them to the married and widowed ladies of the ton before giving up the endeavor to another intrepid soul last Season.

      Erotic novels.

      She’d given up purveying them. But not reading them. Just as she’d given up loving Noble. But not given up on love itself.

      “I have forgotten Noble already,” she assured her brother-in-law. “It is why I’ve agreed to help Lady Noble. Is it done, then? The invitation?” She glanced at the press.

      Tristan grunted and lifted the frame. “How’s this, then?”

      Andromeda slipped the paper out of the press, and they examined it together.

      “Perfect.” Andromeda patted her husband’s arm.

      Lottie agreed. “Now we need twenty more.”

      “Twenty!” Tristan’s eyes took on the wide, wild-eyed shock of a cornered man. “Does Noble truly need that many options?”

      Lottie nodded. “There will be fewer invitations issued with each event. We must cast the net wide at first, then narrow it down.”

      Tristan shook his head and set to work. “Taking up your brother’s work, then? Matchmaking? Will you be choosing Noble’s bride?”

      “Certainly not. I’ll be helping Lady Noble plan the events, ensuring they go well. Wooing a wife is entirely up to Lord Noble. I’m not sure he’s capable of it.”

      “He’s wooed his fair share of women,” Tristan mumbled.

      Andromeda sliced him a glare like a knife.

      “It’s true,” he protested.

      “It is.” Lottie stood taller. “No need to speak carefully around me. I am, after all, a lady he’s successfully wooed.” Not that he wanted success with her. Not that he’d tried. He’d chased her, he’d kissed her, and she’d been his. “All in the past, though. I’ve already begun my search for a husband. And I’ve already narrowed down the contenders to three.”

      “Are you attending the Woodward ball tonight?” Andromeda asked.

      “I am. All three gentlemen will be there as well. Who knows, I may find myself seriously considering a proposal by the time the sun rises on a new day.”

      Andromeda sighed.

      “What is it?” Lottie demanded.

      “You’re moving a bit quickly, aren’t you?”

      It would seem that way. Only last Season she’d been fending off suitors, determined to marry no man but for the one her heart wanted. The one who didn’t want her. Quinton. She’d been waiting in some odd space between patient and impatient. But she had been willing during the one Season she’d had before their parents’ deaths. After the accident… none of them had been willing. They’d locked themselves away, buried themselves in books. And, in Lottie’s case, girlhood crushes.

      Last year, though, Samuel had insisted his sisters finally join the marriage mart, finally find husbands. And that push had jolted Andromeda out of her years’ long battle with grief. She’d shucked off the chains that had held her to a past with no future and stepped forward into love with Kingston at her side. She’d been stuck, and then she’d not been anymore. And happiness had made her glow from the inside out.

      Lottie wanted that. She’d been stuck, too, waiting still, hoping, unsure how to win back the gentle lad she’d been friends with as a child, confused about why his face had abandoned its soft smile for a sharp smirk. Confused about why he’d kissed her, then fled, never mentioning it again. She’d been waiting for him to snap out of it. Or waiting for herself to figure out how to fix it, how to approach him, and demand answers. But waiting had begun to feel like death.

      No more. Like Andromeda, she would step into the light and into her future. No more waiting on Quinton. If he had her heart, she’d simply find a new one.

      “I need to move more quickly,” she said. “I’ve much to do before the ball tonight.”

      Tristan stood from his work. “Go, then. I’ll have these delivered to the viscountess as soon as they’re complete. And if you go, I’ll be delivered of all this talk of courtship and Noble.”

      Andromeda kissed his cheek. “Thank you.”

      He kissed her back, his arm slinging around her waist and lips descending to hers. Lottie looked away, flushed and embarrassed by the affection between them, given so easily, accepted with such fervor. Did embarrassment make her avoid the sight? Or jealousy?

      “Anything for you, Captain,” she heard Tristan mumble.

      Then Andromeda, her own cheeks flushed, was beside Lottie as they headed for the alley behind the printshop and climbed the small hill to Fleet Street beyond. The Street of Ink proved a bustling, living thing as always, and Lottie breathed in its energy.

      Their brother’s footman, Johnny, waited for them, stepping in line dutifully behind them as they trod the street toward the waiting carriage.

      “How can you say I’m moving quickly?” Lottie finally said. A sour storm had begun to rumble in her belly. “You and Tristan hardly had a slow courtship. And Samuel wants us all wed. Soon. And Mother would have liked to see me wed ages ago. I’m firmly on the shelf at six and twenty. It is time. It is past time.”

      Andromeda hummed. “Yes to everything you said. But what about love?”

      Lottie snorted. “I tried that. It’s awful. Time for a change.” If she wed a man she didn’t love, he held no sway over her. Love gave a man power, and with no guarantee he’d use it wisely, carefully. Andromeda had been lucky. “Besides, I’m tired of waiting to explore”—she lowered her voice—“pleasure, bedroom sport.” Returning her voice to normal, she added, “Many women my age have children already.” Yet Lottie had only kisses. A good number of them, admittedly, all conducted as rather unsuccessful experiments. She’d hoped, perhaps, that kisses wakened hearts. This had proved false. The man, not the kisses, breathed life into love.

      “Oh. Yes, well, I understand that particular curiosity. And, I suppose, a marriage is the safest place for a woman to explore such desires.” Annie sighed. “As it pleases you, Lottie. I hope you fall in love with one of your suitors, though.”

      She would not. She’d chosen them carefully.

      “Who are they?” Annie asked.

      “Lord Erstwhile. Mr. Pepperidge. And Lord Phillipspots.”

      Andromeda tilted her head to the side and pressed her lips together. “Not a horrid bunch. All familiar with Samuel. All approved by him, I assume.”

      Lottie nodded. “They are solid men who will leave me be except for the bedroom. And the bedroom is the only place I shall need a husband, anyway.”

      Andromeda flinched. “Rather… practical of you.”

      “It is a practical matter. Part of my dowry is my own, as Mother insisted.” Their mother had insisted on many things before their parents’ deaths—that the sisters have money of their own, that they be allowed to choose their own husbands. “I do not need a man to provide me with a home. But I do need a man for children.” And experimentation.

      “Yes. Very well, then. I’ll support you, whatever you do. Will you let me
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