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        Marlton House, Derbyshire

        December 1815

      

      

      

      Isabella Stone stabbed her needle into her stitchery as if doing so would awaken some magical genii to grant her a wish. If she could, she’d escape from her cousin’s home, Marlton, where she was spending the Christmas holidays. Not that she didn’t love her cousin, Lady Caroline, and the rest of the family, but Aunt Minerva planned to introduce Isabella to her future husband at the Winter Ball. Her aunt had yet to decide who that unsuspecting gentleman would be.

      Sitting at her elegant escritoire with its inlaid urn marquetry and mother of pearl escutcheons, Aunt Minerva scratched yet another name on a piece of paper containing the list of suitable matches for Isabella. “And Lord Heathwood is looking for a new wife.”

      Caroline wrinkled her nose. “Mama, he has three noisy, uncontrollable brats. You can’t wish for Bella to start her marriage that way.”

      “But she would be a countess. A young lady can overlook many less than desirable situations for the right title.”

      “Aunt Minerva, I don’t require a title,” Bella chimed in. After all, this was her life they were discussing. “And I really would enjoy a full Season before I am betrothed.”

      Her first Season had been cut short upon the death of her mother and she looked forward to another chance in the spring to experience the elegant balls, walks in Hyde Park at the fashionable hour, and most importantly, going to Gunter’s for ices.

      “Brindleton. Yes, Viscount Brindleton would make an excellent match.” The pen scribbled on as her aunt completely ignored her.

      Bella sent a pleading look towards her cousin, who merely shrugged. Feeling defeated, Bella returned to her needlework. Studying her stitchery at arm’s length, she realized taking her frustration out on the needle had only left her with uneven stitches. She unthreaded the needle and began to pick them out.

      Her aunt reclined in her chair. “Lord Alderton will be in attendance, of course, but he will have eyes for no one save Caroline.”

      “Mama, you mustn’t say such things. He’s never paid me any particular attention.” Caroline’s cheeks flamed brightly.

      “He doesn’t need to.” Aunt Minerva leaned closer to Bella and said in her all-knowing tones, “His father and your uncle have desired the match since Caroline and Alderton were children. Don’t you think they’ll make such a lovely couple?”

      Should Bella agree with her aunt or offer support to Caroline? She hated these dilemmas. “He is very handsome.” There, that should satisfy.

      Caroline’s eyes lighted. “Isn’t he? We would have such beautiful children.”

      Bella sighed and thought about the various faces she’d imagined on the husband of her dreams. The ones whose children she saw in her mind, however briefly. Not one of them had sent her flowers after one of the few balls she had attended or wrote to her family when her mother died.

      Her future husband had no fixed face; her someday children had a different shade of hair each day depending on her choice of gentleman that day. She couldn’t fathom what it would be like to have known for so long who one would marry, as Caroline had. To have that friendship with a man on which to build one’s wedded life. It must be the most wonderful thing.

      Barely past the six months required mourning of her mother’s death, Bella now had to put aside her sorrow and think about marriage. The prospect of looking for a husband would be exciting if she could do so without her aunt’s help. Her friends and cousins could tell her which gentlemen to avoid, and they’d never introduce her to men they thought she should fall in love with. They’d introduce her to the men she wanted to fall in love with and allow her time to get to know these men and make the choice herself. If only she could get past Aunt Minerva’s machinations, she’d be able to do just that.

      The afternoon crawled. Some of the house guests arrived and were shown to their bedchambers to rest or refresh themselves after their journeys. The arrivals kept Aunt Minerva occupied so Bella was free to curl up with a book in her bedchamber. She was so excited about the ball, however, that she couldn’t concentrate on the words. She hadn’t danced in over a year and it was one of her favorite activities.

      A glance at the ornate gilt clock on the mantel showed it was too early to begin dressing for the evening. Perhaps if she strolled around a bit, she could ease her nerves. She peered into the hallway and found it empty, although the rustling sound of servants rose from below stairs. Her feet led her directly to the ballroom which had already been lavishly decorated. The crystals on the chandelier sparkled with the sunlight flowing in through the wall of French doors. Boughs of holly graced the walls and circled the spots where the punch bowls would sit on the refreshment tables.

      The double doors to the adjoining drawing-room were open and mistletoe hung in the doorway. With such prominent placement couples could share a very public, and thus chaste, kiss. The tiny white berries were plentiful yet limited enough in number to encourage the young Lotharios to steal their kisses early, before the berries had all been plucked by the previous couples.

      Bella was pulled from her reverie when a pair of strong, masculine hands spun her, and before she could react, warm, soft lips pressed against hers. She grabbed his arms for balance and pushed him away, but he clung to her, his lips kneading hers. Warm, exquisite waves washed through her, and her mind turned to porridge. She exhaled in a whimper and leaned into him, surrendering to building desires and deepening the kiss.

      His hands caressed her shoulders, burning through the fabric of her dress. They stroked down her back, until she was certain she would melt in the heat. Until she wished she could melt into him. All too quickly, he lifted his head. Bella opened her eyes and heard his gasp.

      “Oh, Lud, Miss Stone! I thought you were Lady Caroline.”

      Her hand covered her mouth and heart dropped to her stomach. Closing her eyes, she wished she could disappear. He hadn’t wanted her at all, only her cousin.

      Viscount Alderton released her and stepped back, dragging both hands through his thick, wavy chestnut hair. His brow furrowed. “What have I done? Please forgive me. I would never have taken such liberties if I’d known it was you. I saw your hair, so like Lady Caroline’s, and I saw the mistletoe…”

      Rather than shock, all Bella felt was disappointment. The best kiss of her life and it hadn’t been meant for her. She’d never known a kiss could make her feel that way. None of the ones in her past had. They’d all been brief, cold, and not in the slightest way pleasant. She fought the urge to sigh. “Please, do not concern yourself over it. No one saw us.”

      Caroline had never mentioned being kissed by Alderton, and Bella had been certain the cousins shared everything. How had her cousin kept such a wonderous feeling to herself? Bella desperately wanted to ask her about it but could never mention the Viscount’s mistake. She couldn’t come between her cousin and her beau.

      “Thank you for saying so. Your uncle would have my hide if he knew. You’re a good egg to let it go.” He had the kindness to look chagrined, and the audacity to look even more handsome while doing so.

      “It was an innocent mistake.” She said it as much to remind herself of that as to appease his concerns. He’d not intended to do it in the first place, so she couldn’t ask him to repeat it just to see if she felt that curious tingling again. How unfair it was that the most handsome man of her acquaintance would take her in a passionate embrace and have no intention of ever doing so again. Why couldn’t it have been that smarmy Lord Benchley, who’d fawned after her at Lady Higginbotham’s ball? She’d be glad to know she’d never have to kiss that man more than once, if ever.

      But no, it was the handsome, charming Viscount Alderton in front of her with wavy brown hair tousled just so, although the concern in his brown eyes and discomfiture stamped in the firm set of his jaw.

      Alderton continued to study her. She fought not to squirm in discomfort under his perusal. His gaze didn’t linger overlong on her décolletage, or on the curves of her hips, which she tried to disguise under her loosely flowing gown. They were much too full to be fashionable and were yet another reason to envy Caroline. But the hunger in his eyes made her want to close the space between them and force her lips on his.

      Heat washed over her, but she couldn’t tell if it was embarrassment or desire. What was wrong with her?

      Alderton chuckled, a most seductive, quiet laugh. “I don’t know how I could have mistaken you for your cousin. Perhaps if I had looked beyond your hair…”

      Bella tore her gaze away. She didn’t need his reminder of how much slenderer Caroline was. She needed to get away. “We mustn’t stay here alone. Aunt Minerva will be expecting us at dinner shortly and the servants will be setting up the refreshment table in here.”

      Without looking back, she hurried from the room, her heart racing as fast as she wished her feet could.
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      Robert Wilmot, Viscount Alderton, watched Caroline’s cousin scurry away like a frightened mouse and asked himself again how he could have missed those lush curves before he kissed her. Caroline had the fashionably slim build the young ladies favored, while Isabella had the body most men preferred. Obviously, he’d been so happy to see Caroline he didn’t look past the upswept hair in the wanton auburn shade both young ladies shared and detested.

      He should have broken the kiss as soon as she responded to it. His first clue—he’d never gotten that response from Caroline. Of course, he’d only kissed Caroline twice, both times when they were both very young, but she’d remained chaste and cool. Isabella’s reaction had made him take the kiss much further than he’d intended.

      No, there was no comparison between the cousins.

      Realizing it was growing dark, he headed to his chambers to change for dinner. He’d come to Marlton to speak to Caroline about their future. Did she even want this marriage their parents had taken for granted? She was a pleasant, charming young lady, but was pleasant and charming enough for a lifetime of happiness?

      And now he didn’t want to think about Caroline. There was still time, wasn’t there, to make his own decision. Before he spoke to Caroline, he was determined to get to know her cousin a lot better in the days to come.
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      The Winter Ball held each year by the Marchioness of Marlton was the popular destination in Derbyshire in December, at least for those brave enough to travel in winter. The most coveted invitation included the Winter Ball on Boxing Day and ran through Twelfth Night, when the Lord of Misrule held sway. Less fortunate acquaintances would be invited to either one event or the other.

      Robert’s family, and Robert himself, once he’d been old enough to attend such gatherings, was first on Lady Marlton’s list, and the company of the other guests always proved
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