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      DANCING WITH THE DUKE

      
        
        She’s loved him for years…

        Charlotte Grant can’t remember a time when she didn’t love her best friend’s older brother.

      

        

      
        He’s never noticed her…

        The Duke of Clarington hadn’t spared a thought for his sister’s friend in years.

      

        

      
        Their situations are about to be reversed…

        It is the beginning of a new Season and Clarington intends to stay away from all the young ladies and eager mamas hoping to ensnare a duke. But that plan falls into tatters when his mother sponsors his sister’s friend and enlists him to dance with her at Almack’s. The beautiful vixen he meets that night bears little resemblance to the shy, gangly girl who used to follow him around. Now, instead of avoiding her, he finds himself frustrated when Charlotte seems to notice everyone but him.
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        * * *

      

      LOVING THE MARQUESS

      
        
        He wasn’t supposed to fall in love with her...

      

        

      
        The Marquess of Overlea’s plan was perfect. Marry the desperate Louisa Evans, saving her and her siblings from ruin, and produce an heir. But when he proposes, Nicholas doesn’t tell her the real reason they must wed so quickly.

      

        

      
        They are married when Louisa learns the Marquess doesn’t intend to father his future heir himself. Drawn to her new husband in a way she never expected, Louisa has no intention of agreeing to his scandalous proposition. Instead, she shows him that what is developing between them goes far beyond a typical marriage of convenience.

      

        

      
        Nicholas never imagined he would fall in love with Louisa. Despite the distance he tries to put between them, one thing soon becomes clear—he will never allow another man to touch her. Even if it dooms his family’s future.
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        * * *

      

      BEGUILING THE EARL

      
        
        Torn between duty and desire…

      

        

      
        Catherine Evans never expected to have a London season. Now that her future has changed, she has one goal—to gain the heart of the man who is already more than a friend to her. But the season has just begun when she discovers she might already be too late.

      

        

      
        The Earl of Kerrick must set aside his desire to court Catherine when duty compels him to play the role of a man who intends to marry another woman. As Kerrick works to free himself so he can finally pursue the woman he craves, outside forces conspire to ensure he marries the wrong woman.
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        * * *

      

      THE UNAFFECTED EARL

      
        
        They call him the Unaffected Earl…

        Many seek his favor, men and women alike, but few glimpse what lies beneath the Earl of Brantford’s aloof exterior.

      

        

      
        She was the woman everyone wanted…

        Rose Hardwick was the most sought-after debutante in London until scandal touched her family and made her a social pariah.

      

        

      
        He alone has the power to help her…

        Rose is determined to prove her father innocent of the crime of treason, but first she must convince the Unaffected Earl to help her. When circumstances force them closer together, will she be able to thaw the ice that encases his heart?
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        * * *

      

      
        
        To learn about Suzanna Medeiros's future books (and to receive a bonus short story!) you can sign up for her newsletter at:

        https://www.suzannamedeiros.com/newsletter
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        A LANDING A LORD NOVELLA ~ BOOK 0.5

      

      

      The Duke of Clarington intends to stay far away from all the young ladies and eager mamas hoping to ensnare a duke that Season. But his plan falls into tatters when he sees Charlotte Grant again for the first time in many years.
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        1806

      

      

      The Duke of Clarington cursed his luck at finding himself at the most hated of places during the most hated of times—Almack’s at the start the London Season. The ballroom was filled to capacity, and he could almost feel the weight of the assembled guests’ speculative glances pressing in on him, threatening to suffocate him. It took no small amount of effort to hold his ground.

      He’d tried to convince two of his closest friends to accompany him that evening, but the Marquess of Overlea and the Earl of Kerrick had manufactured reasons to be elsewhere. He couldn’t blame them. If he could have managed the feat, he would have been anywhere else as well.

      He distracted himself by listening in on the conversation of two young ladies who were only a few steps away. Their loud whispers, dissecting every man present, were impossible to ignore. When they paused, he glanced their way to see who was to be their next victim, and, as if on cue, they turned to look at him. As one, the pair lifted their fans to titter behind them.

      He was going to kill Lucy for this. It was, after all, his sister’s fault he was there that evening. He’d always made it a point to stay well away from Almack’s, the hunting grounds of the single female of marriageable age. But at Lucy’s request, their mother had undertaken to sponsor her childhood friend’s introduction to society. At two and twenty, Charlotte would be older than most of the other girls taking their first steps into society, so his sister had argued that the full backing of the Clarington family was needed to make her debut a successful one.

      From there, it took little effort for Lucy to convince their mother it was vital he be seen dancing with her friend. She’d reasoned that once others saw Alexander Thompson, the elusive Duke of Clarington, dancing with their charge, men would flock to her side, anxious to discover her charms.

      He suppressed a shudder. Charlotte Grant had no charms. The last time he’d seen her she’d been a gangly, long-limbed adolescent of fifteen who’d taken to following him everywhere. She’d also had a terrible habit of blushing and stammering whenever he spoke to her. He had a suspicion that Lucy had taken it into her head to try to arrange a match between the two of them. She’d often voiced how Charlotte was just like a sister to her.

      He had no intention of obliging her, however. He would invite Charlotte to dance, as he’d promised his mother, and then he would be free to depart. That moment could not come soon enough.

      He took out his pocket watch and wondered, for what felt like the hundredth time, what was taking them so long. His mother and sister had left before him to fetch Charlotte and should have already been there. It was now twenty minutes past the time of their intended arrival, and his need to escape was growing with each passing minute.

      Movement at the entrance to the ballroom caught his attention, and Alexander turned to see his mother and sister enter the room and wait to be announced. He frowned when he didn’t see Charlotte. With her flaming red hair and her great height, she would be hard to miss.

      He saw her, then, as she moved into the doorway and had to stop himself from allowing his jaw to drop. Good God, surely this couldn’t be the same girl he’d known.

      He was staring, but he couldn’t help it. She was even taller than when he’d last seen her seven years ago, just before he’d left for the continent on his tour, and her red hair had darkened. Not by much, but enough that the color now complemented her creamy complexion instead of warring with it. And instead of hiding the color of her hair, which he suspected had always made her feel self-conscious, she’d chosen to wear a green and gold gown that accentuated it.

      He gave himself a mental shake and approached the group as they moved further into the room. The sooner he got this over with, the sooner he could leave.

      “I am so glad you are here, Alex,” Lucy said when he reached them. “I wasn’t sure you would come.”

      He was tempted to reply that she had left him with no choice after involving their mother in her schemes, but he had to be on his best behavior. He was almost out the door and then he could enjoy the feel of the fresh air after the stifling constraints of the filled-to-overflowing ballroom.

      Alex dropped a kiss on his mother’s cheek. “I was beginning to think you had changed your minds and decided to leave me here, undefended, against the wolves.”

      His mother laughed. “I’ll never understand you. Most men would love to have such attention showered on them. In fact,” she said, gazing about the room, “most of them seem to be engaged already and enjoying the dancing. The time would have passed more quickly if you had done the same yourself instead of standing in a corner, shooting daggers at anyone who looked your way.”

      He shrugged. This was an argument they’d had often. “I am not one for dancing.” Bracing himself to face Charlotte’s blushes and stammers, he turned his attention to her. “You’re looking lovely, Charlotte,” he said, surprised to find that he meant it. “It has been a few years.”

      Instead of blushing, however, she smiled. No, smiling was too tame a word to describe her radiance. She lit up the room.

      “It has, indeed,” she said. “I am sorry that your family pressured you into this duty, but I do appreciate your sacrifice on my behalf.”

      Somehow, he found that he was the one who now had to be careful not to stammer, but he managed to keep his voice smooth. “It would never be a sacrifice to dance with you.”

      A set was just starting and he offered her his arm. It was a strange sensation escorting her to the dance floor. He’d never partnered with a woman as tall as her.

      When the set began, he was surprised, yet again, when he discovered that the formerly clumsy adolescent he’d once known now moved with seemingly effortless grace. It appeared that Charlotte Grant had finally become comfortable in her own body. Now that he considered that body as they moved through the figures of the dance, it held another surprise. Charlotte was a late bloomer. Her breasts filled out her dress very nicely… something they hadn’t done when he’d last seen her seven years before. It was only with great effort that he kept his eyes from drifting down to examine the creamy expanse of skin exposed by the low cut of her gown.

      The set was a lively one, and he was glad that he didn’t have to make polite small talk with Charlotte. Her emergence from gawky youth to the beautiful woman now facing him had set him off balance.

      When the dance was over, he took her hand and bowed over it. She smiled up at him again and he noticed that she had dimples. He frowned at the errant thought.

      “Is something the matter, Alex?”

      It startled him that she would address him with such familiarity, but only for a moment. How could he forget that this beautiful woman was the same girl who’d been friends with his sister for most of their lives? He may not have seen her for several years, but Charlotte had always been considered an honorary member of the family.

      He could hardly tell her what he was thinking, however, and blurted out the first innocuous thing that came to mind. “What happened to your freckles?”

      He groaned inwardly as soon as the words passed his lips, remembering how she’d hated to be teased about her freckles. Instead of being offended, however, Charlotte laughed and leaned in close, so he could catch her low words.

      “I’m hoping you won’t tell anyone about those. I’ve powdered them to make them less noticeable.”

      Her face was very close to his, and at this distance, he had no difficulty seeing them. They were lighter than normal, but the fine spray of freckles over her nose and cheeks were still there. He had to resist the urge to brush a finger across the small brown flecks. He’d never noticed how becoming they were.

      He wasn’t sure how long they stood like that, looking at each other, but all too soon Lucy swooped in to steal her friend away. He watched them walk away and realized he was waiting for Charlotte to look back and smile at him again.

      After dismissing the errant thought, he started for the exit. His steps faltered, however, then stopped. When he turned to see where his sister had taken Charlotte, he was relieved to see that they were standing off to one side, talking to Mother. That relief was short lived. He saw first one, then another gentleman approach the small group. His mother capably performed the introductions, and before he knew it, Charlotte was being led out onto the dance floor by Haversham, a renowned rake.

      Damn. He couldn’t possibly leave now and abandon Charlotte to Haversham and his like. He’d have to stay and make sure no one tried to take any liberties with her.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The evening was an unqualified success and Charlotte was in a very good mood. She could barely remember the names of all the men who’d asked her to dance. Lucy had given her a list of their names and titles in advance when they’d first talked about her Season, and she had studied them. All that preparation had almost flown out the window when she’d first set eyes on her friend’s brother.

      Alexander was even more handsome than she remembered. At over six feet in height, he was taller than most of the men there. He’d always had a muscular build, but it hadn’t escaped her notice that his shoulders had broadened as he’d matured into adulthood. She was taller than most of the women present that evening, but next to him she felt almost dainty, and a thrill of physical awareness had swept through her when she’d taken his arm. He used to wear his dark brown hair longer, but now it was fashionably short, which had the effect of making his blue eyes more prominent.

      She’d worked hard over the last few years to overcome her shyness, but when those eyes had turned on her she’d almost reverted back to the self-conscious girl she’d once been. She’d experienced a moment of panic, thinking she was going to lose her nerve, but had thankfully managed to stay collected.

      The difference in their ages no longer seemed as significant as when she was younger. He was only six years older than her, after all. That was a very large difference when one was fifteen, but seemed negligible now that she was twenty-two.

      Lucy had warned her about Alex’s reluctance to attend the ball. Charlotte knew her friend was only trying to shield her from disappointment, and so she’d steeled herself not to be disappointed when Alex left after the dance he’d promised her. However, that hadn’t happened. As time passed and he remained, she couldn’t hold back the hope that blossomed in her chest. She made a point of appearing oblivious to his presence, but in truth, she was aware of his every movement. She couldn’t help it. She’d loved him forever.

      She told herself it was foolhardy, but she demurred when yet another gentleman asked her to reserve the waltz for him. There was only one man she wanted to waltz with that evening, and if he had no intention of dancing with her again, she wouldn’t allow her hope to be dashed. For tonight, at any rate.

      She sat on the sidelines for the moment, stealing a few moments of peace with Lucy and her mother. She knew that it would not last long. Lucy had been correct. When everyone saw that the Duke of Clarington had danced with her, they’d all wanted to know who she was. Women were curious and men were intrigued. The Charlotte of old would have cringed under the attention, and to be truthful there was still more than a little of that person locked up inside her. If she was to gain Alex’s interest, she knew she’d have to behave as though that was the last thing she wanted. The only way to do that was to encourage other men while attempting to remain indifferent to him.

      The first strains of a waltz began to play, and it took every ounce of her self-control not to search the room for Alex. Her breath caught when a gentleman stopped in front of her, but when she looked up, she was more than a little disappointed to see it was not Alex. She’d danced with the gentleman now in front of her earlier in the evening, and she sighed inwardly as she tried to remember his name.

      “I’m shocked that no one has claimed you for this dance,” he said. “Would you do me the honor?”

      Trying not to let her disappointment show, she placed her hand in his and allowed him to help her up, but before they could move further than a step he was there before them.

      Alex.

      “I believe you promised this dance to me,” he said.

      She floundered for words, such was her surprise, but only for a moment. She turned back to the other man.

      “I am sorry, my lord,” she said. “There have been so many dances and I have met so many people that I’d forgotten.”

      He bowed and excused himself, and she found herself, once again, being escorted by the only man to capture her attention. Alex didn’t speak until they were on the ballroom floor, something for which she was very grateful. She couldn’t believe she was actually about to waltz with him. The excitement of that prospect threatened to overturn her resolve not to betray her interest in him.

      She had to remind herself to breathe when he placed one hand on her waist and took her hand into his. Somehow she resisted the almost overwhelming urge to stroke his arm where her hand rested. She could not, however, hide her happiness and knew she’d have to explain it away lest he begin to suspect her true feelings.

      “That was inspired, Alex. Everyone will notice that we’ve danced together more than once and be even more intrigued by me.” A frown creased his brow, but she continued, keeping her voice light. “It really is too good of you.”

      He was silent for several seconds and Charlotte began to fear that he’d seen through her façade. Thus, she was relieved when he shrugged and finally spoke.

      “Men want most what they think they cannot have.”

      “Indeed,” she said, sneaking a glance at the sidelines and thankful when she finally remembered the other man’s name. “Lord Haversham appears most put out. I don’t think he believed that I’d promised you this dance.”

      “I don’t care what Haversham thinks.”

      Startled, Charlotte pulled back to look at him. Lord Haversham didn’t appear to be the only man in a terrible mood at that moment. Her spirits soared and her smile broadened.

      “Come, Alex, you need to at least pretend to be enjoying this dance. Your scowl will have everyone believing that waltzing with me is something to be endured.”

      His frown disappeared. It wasn’t replaced with a smile, but that was fine for now. In time she would get him to smile.

      “I wouldn’t have recognized you tonight if you hadn’t come with my family,” he said.

      She tilted her head and gazed up at him with mock consternation. “I’m not sure if that is meant as a compliment or an insult.”

      “You used to remind me of a gangly colt.”

      “Well, now I am sure that was an insult. Are you actually saying I look like a horse?”

      “Oh, no,” he said, the corners of his mouth curving up with amusement. “That was definitely a compliment.”

      “I fail to see how.”

      His lips twitched as though he were holding back a laugh. “You were all legs and arms back then, but you’ve definitely grown into them.”

      She sighed. “Yes. Inheriting my father’s height has been most inconvenient. How I wish I were a more acceptable height. Lucy’s, for example. Not too tall, but not too short either.”

      “Actually,” Alex said, a strange expression on his face as he looked at her, “I quite like your height.”

      Charlotte’s stomach gave an odd little flip. “You do? Why?”

      He cleared his throat and looked away from her for a moment. “Perhaps I will explain it to you another time.”

      She had a feeling that their conversation had turned onto a very different path, one not meant to be held in public. She couldn’t stop the blush that crept over face and cursed herself for that telling sign.

      The music came to an end, and so did their conversation. It was with mixed emotions that Charlotte let him take her back to sit with his mother. She knew she had to appear detached, but staying away from Alex and flirting with other men was the very last thing she wanted to do.

      He bowed, an abbreviated movement, and then he was gone.

      She felt a sense of loss as she watched him move towards the exit, but was forced to keep her smile firmly in place as she turned to face the two men heading in her direction.
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      After that night at Almack’s, Alex vowed to stay away from Miss Charlotte Grant, but he was finding the task an impossible one as she was at the house every day, visiting with his sister. She’d unsettled him that evening, and it was not a feeling he enjoyed. He’d enjoyed even less watching her dance and flirt with what appeared to be every man in London.

      So whenever he ran into Charlotte at the house, he made a point of engaging in only the briefest of polite conversation before excusing himself. Fortunately, she was usually gone by late afternoon, no doubt returning home to prepare for whatever entertainment his mother and sister had planned for the evening. He was only glad that his mother did not press him to go with them, which meant that his assistance in launching Charlotte into London Society was no longer needed. From the snippets of conversation he managed to overhear, Charlotte was not lacking for male attention. The thought never ceased to irritate him. There was a part of him that wanted to protect her, but he forced himself to ignore that desire. His mother wasn’t one of those permissive mamas who paid only the barest attention to their charges. He knew he could trust her to watch over the men who clamored for Charlotte’s attention.

      He was hiding that day, as he usually did, in his study. He glanced up from the letter he was writing when the clock chimed four and put down his quill with relief. Charlotte would be well on her way home and it would be safe to emerge. He frowned when he heard voices in the hallway, followed by a muffled thump.

      Wondering what his sister was up to now, he went to investigate. He found her standing in the hallway, one trunk at the foot of the stairs, and two footmen bringing another into the house.

      “Just leave it by the first one,” Lucy said. “When all the trunks are in, I’ll show you where to put them.”

      A finger of unease curled inside him. He stayed back and watched as two more trunks were brought into the house, after which his sister led the way upstairs while the footmen brought up the first trunk.

      Alex wracked his brain, trying to remember how many trunks his sister had brought with her when they’d first arrived in London, but the truth was he hadn’t paid any attention. He only knew that there had been more than he would have imagined possible. Surely she hadn’t arranged to have even more dresses delivered to town.

      His unease increased when Charlotte swept into the house. He was torn between asking her what was happening and retreating back to the study, but she looked up and saw him, which made the decision for him.

      She smiled and Alex felt a jolt of awareness go through him. It always did whenever she was around.

      She closed the space between them. “I cannot express how much your family’s generosity has meant to me. Without it my Season would have had to wait yet another year, at which point I would be almost too old to bother.”

      Alex had the impression there was more going on than he’d been told.

      “You have me at a disadvantage,” he said. “If Lucy and my mother have done something more than sponsoring you at various events, they haven’t informed me of it.”

      She tilted her head to one side and looked at him with bemusement. “You do know I will be staying here for the rest of the Season, do you not?”

      Lucy. He was going to strangle her. She could have given him some advance warning. It was, after all, his house.

      “I do now,” he said dryly.

      She clapped a hand over her mouth. “Oh! That is very bad of Lucy. Are you sure she didn’t tell you and you forgot?”

      He definitely would have remembered if his sister had mentioned this to him. No, she’d either thought he wouldn’t care, or more likely, knew he wouldn’t be able to turn her friend away after the deed was done.

      “I am sure.”

      She looked down at her hands, where her fingers were tightly clenched. “Papa doesn’t like London and is anxious to return home.” She hesitated for a moment before continuing. “He’s courting someone and I expect he’ll ask her to marry him soon. After Mama’s death, I never thought…” She dropped her hands and lifted her face to meet his gaze. “It doesn’t matter now. It was understood from the beginning that Papa would stay only for a week to see me settled, but it’s clear you weren’t consulted. Perhaps it would be best if I returned with him.”

      Her disappointment made him feel like the worst of cads. Charlotte was already consuming too much of his thoughts, and the very last thing he needed was to have her living under the same roof as him. Despite that, he found himself saying, “We have the room. You are, of course, more than welcome to stay.”

      “Are you sure? I wouldn’t wish to be a burden.”

      He was saved from having to reply by his sister’s appearance. Lucy hurried down the stairs and embraced her friend.

      “We’ll have so much fun now that you’re here. Is that not right, Alex?”

      They were both looking at him, and the weight of Charlotte’s gaze as she waited for his response pressed in on him.

      “I need to get back to work,” he said, before fleeing to his study again.
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        * * *

      

      He escaped to his club that evening, and when he returned after midnight the house was empty, as he’d expected. He wondered, briefly, where they’d gone before quashing the errant thought. It didn’t matter which event they were attending because he had no intention of joining them. It was bad enough that he’d been at Almack’s the week before. If he didn’t maintain his distance from the social whirl, word would spread that the Duke of Clarington was searching for a wife, and then he’d have to spend the next few months dodging would-be duchesses.

      He was surprised the following morning to find Charlotte already in the breakfast room, a cup of tea and a plate of toast before her. Given how late she had stayed out the previous evening, he’d expected her to sleep in this morning. His step faltered, but he covered his hesitation with a quick “good morning” before heading to the sideboard to prepare his own plate.

      Charlotte waited until he was seated across from her and a footman had poured his coffee before leaning forward to speak. “Thank goodness you are here.”

      He realized he could see down the front of her dress and dragged his reluctant gaze upwards, expecting to see a glimmer of satisfaction in her face. She certainly wouldn’t be the first woman to attempt to capture his interest with a similar display, but if she’d noticed the direction of his stare she gave no sign of it.

      He searched for something to say before settling on the insipid, “Was your room not to your liking?”

      “Nothing like that,” she said with a wave of her hand. “I’m just glad not to be alone. I was afraid I’d come down too early this morning.”

      He could just imagine the surprise her appearance had caused. “The staff are used to my sister and mother sleeping late after being out and likely assumed you would do the same. But I’m also an early riser, so you needn’t fear that you put anyone out.”

      She fell silent and nibbled on a corner of her toast. Alex took a sip of his coffee and opened the morning paper.

      “It is a lovely morning, is it not?”

      Alex murmured his assent but continued to scan the paper’s headlines. He was determined not to allow Charlotte’s presence in his house to disrupt his normal routine.

      “I think I have made up my mind,” she said.

      Giving up, Alex folded the paper and placed it beside his plate.

      “About what?” he asked as he reached again for his cup.

      “About whom I’m going to marry, of course.”

      He narrowly avoided choking on the coffee. “You’ve already received offers of marriage?”

      She laughed. “Of course not. It’s still early in the Season.”

      Charlotte’s response gave him pause, and he wondered why he felt out of step in her presence. It couldn’t have been her beauty, for she was hardly the first beautiful woman he knew. It must be the fact that he still found it so hard to believe this was the same girl he’d once known.

      “If you’ve received no offers,” he asked, “then how have you come to a decision?”

      She took another bite of her toast, and he found himself watching the movement of her mouth far too closely.

      She waved the toast airily. “I have decided who I will encourage, of course. I am confident that with enough attention I can bring this person to propose to me.”

      Alex could very well believe that. And to think he’d once deemed Charlotte Grant to be without charm. He’d watched her work her magic on other dazzled men that night at Almack’s… had even been momentarily struck off balance by it himself.

      He was almost afraid to ask the next question. “And who have you decided on?”

      “Lord Haversham. He is a little older than me… almost as old as you. But he seems to like me well enough, don’t you think? He’s also very attractive. I believe we’d have lovely children together.”

      He was stunned by her announcement. Haversham? Not if he had any say in the matter, and he very much intended to. It occurred to him, however, that he would have to be careful with his response. He’d heard enough from his sister over the years to know Charlotte could be very stubborn. If he tried to forbid her to encourage Haversham, she’d likely do the exact opposite.

      Feigning a casualness he was far from feeling, he picked up his paper again and unfolded it. “I’m sure Haversham would make a very good husband for you,” he said, staring blindly at the articles on the front page. He waited a beat before adding, “I’m sure you won’t mind having a small wedding.”

      There was a brief hesitation. “I hadn’t given thought to my future wedding.”

      “Good. So you won’t have built up your expectations.”

      He suppressed his smile of satisfaction when she took the newspaper from him, and raised a brow in question.

      She sighed. “Clearly, you have something you want to tell me.”

      “Me? Of course not. I would never presume to tell you what to do.”

      Two small lines appeared between her eyes when she frowned. “It’s obvious you know something I do not.”

      He brought a forkful of his eggs to his mouth and finished chewing, taking his time, before replying. He was heartened when Charlotte crossed her arms, not bothering to hide her annoyance at being kept waiting. Good. Why should he be the only one uncomfortable with this whole absurd situation?

      “Lord Haversham is currently experiencing a slight problem with his finances. It would seem that he likes to play cards a little too much. Unfortunately, they do not appear to like him.”

      “Oh,” she said, her annoyance deflating.

      “Quite. But I am sure the two of you will get along very well despite your reduced circumstances.”

      The look she aimed at him was filled with suspicion. “He does not appear to be living in the manner of one who does not have much money.”

      He shrugged. “Shopkeepers are very willing to extend credit to those they feel can afford it. When word spreads, I am sure you will find the situation much changed. Unless, of course, you two are married by then. I am sure your dowry will keep you afloat for a little while. Until he spends it all, at any rate.”

      She was silent for several long moments, taking in the import of this recent piece of news. “If you’ll excuse me, Alex. I find that I am no longer hungry.”

      He watched her leave, satisfied with his work that morning.
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        * * *

      

      Charlotte hesitated only briefly outside her friend’s bedroom but decided she really couldn’t wait until Lucy woke on her own. She was losing hope and needed to talk to her. She rapped lightly on the door and let herself in. As she figured, Lucy hadn’t moved. She crossed the room and shook her shoulder lightly.

      “Lucy, wake up. I need to speak with you.”

      It took another shake before Lucy woke, her expression one of confusion as she blinked her eyes open in the dim room.

      “Charlotte? Why are you here? Did I oversleep?”

      “No, it’s only eight o’clock.”

      Lucy groaned and threw an arm over her eyes. “In the morning? What on earth are you doing here?”

      Charlotte waited while her friend heaved a heavy sigh and sat up. She felt a twinge of guilt as watched Lucy rub her eyes.

      “I’m sorry to wake you, but I need to speak with you.” She fell back on the bed, all her hard-won bravado slipping away from her in a rush. “I’m thinking of giving up and going home. I know Robert Turner wants to court me, and he really isn’t too bad. I should get to know him. Give him a chance.”

      Lucy looked at her as though she had grown horns. “What’s brought this on? I thought things were going well between you and Alex.”

      Charlotte laughed, the sound filled with bitterness. “Well? He has avoided me since that first night at Almack’s. And just now he wished me well on my upcoming marriage.”

      “You spoke to him today? And what upcoming marriage?”

      Charlotte grimaced and told Lucy about her disastrous breakfast with her brother.

      “He really doesn’t care. He showed not the faintest sign of jealousy when I told him about trying to gain Lord Haversham’s affections. After the waltz that first night… I must have fantasized his bad humor that night was due to jealousy. In all likelihood, he was annoyed at me for having to tolerate my company. This whole scheme is pointless. I should leave now while I still have my dignity.”

      Lucy shook her head. “I don’t believe Alex is immune to you.”

      Charlotte gazed at her levelly. “You’re only saying that because you don’t want to see the truth.”

      Lucy wrinkled her nose. “I am very good at reading Alex.”

      Charlotte looked away. “Well, even if there is a chance he isn’t indifferent to me, he’s shown no sign he wants to get to know me better, never mind actually start courting me.”

      Lucy reached out to pat her hand. “Trust me, Charlotte. My brother is as stubborn as they come, and he has a great aversion to all things having to do with the Season. He’s a duke, after all, and you wouldn’t believe some of the things women have done to gain his attention. He isn’t avoiding you. He’s avoiding the idea of marriage in general.”

      “You’re not making me feel any more hopeful.”

      Lucy tugged on her hand. Charlotte conceded and allowed her friend to pull her into a seating position. Lucy locked her gaze onto Charlotte’s.

      “Promise me, Charlotte, that you will not give up. Not just yet. We all stand to win with this. You will have the man you’ve loved for as long as I’ve known you, Alex will have someone who is far too good for him, and I will have you as a sister. Finally.”

      Charlotte couldn’t refuse. Or more accurately, she didn’t want to refuse. More than anything, she wanted Lucy to be right. She wanted Alex more than she could say. She’d been right to wake Lucy, knowing she would talk her out of any rash action.

      “I promise,” she said.

      Lucy smiled. “Good. Now, off with you. I have some more sleeping to catch up on. I will seek Alex out later. Don’t worry,” she said when she saw her concern, “I will be subtle. I’ll casually bump into him. We do live in the same house, after all, and he can’t hide forever. When he comes out of his study, I’ll drop a few comments about how wonderful Lord Haversham is and how well suited he is for you. I’m sure we’ll be able to spark that jealousy again. The only thing you need to worry about right now is making sure you look your absolute best tonight.”
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      Charlotte examined herself critically in her dressing table mirror as her maid added the final touches to her hair. She knew the hairstyle was becoming. Her hair was piled high in a seemingly artless array of auburn curls, a few of which tumbled from the mass to curl around her face.

      Satisfied with the result, she dismissed her maid and reached for her face powder. It had become a habit to add a thick layer to her face to camouflage the hated freckles on her nose and cheeks. Tonight, however, she stilled, the small jar resting heavy in her hand, as she reconsidered the habit. Slowly, not sure she was making the correct choice, she placed the jar back on the dressing table and gazed, again, at her reflection.

      Alex had commented on her freckles that first evening, and since then she’d caught him looking at her nose. Was it possible he liked them? She scrunched her nose in disgust and almost changed her mind. Before she could do so, she stood and left the room.

      She rapped on her friend’s door and opened it when Lucy bade her enter.

      “You look beautiful,” Lucy exclaimed when she saw her. “I am so jealous of your hair.”

      Charlotte shook her head in disbelief. “My hair is the bane of my existence.”

      “It makes you stand out. Heads turn when you enter a room.”

      Charlotte refrained from pointing out that everyone turned to gawk at the too-tall woman with the unfashionably bright hair. She refused to allow doubt to hold her back. It was time for her to don her self-assured persona, and she would not be convincing if she allowed herself to dwell on her flaws.

      Lucy tilted her head to one side and examined her closely. Charlotte held her breath.

      “You didn’t cover your freckles.”

      She shrugged. “They are a part of me. Why hide them?”

      Even with Lucy, she was embarrassed to share her suspicion that Alex found them attractive. Of course, if Alex was hiding in his study or had gone out to his club, as he normally did, he would never have a chance to see them.

      “Are you ready to go?” she asked.

      “You go downstairs,” Lucy said. “Alex is still home, and there’s a chance you may run into him. Alex needs to see you tonight, and it would be better if you were alone when he does.”

      “Perhaps I should barge into his study.” Charlotte didn’t bother to hide her annoyance with Lucy’s brother.

      Lucy grasped her hands and gave them a slight squeeze. “Alex told Mama this afternoon that he would escort us tonight.”

      Charlotte’s stomach did a funny little flip as the import of that revelation sunk in. “Do you think…?”

      Lucy nodded, her own curls bobbing with the movement. “I do believe my dear brother may be worried about Lord Haversham.”

      The very last thing Charlotte needed was to have her hopes raised, only find them dashed again at Alex’s feet. But despite her resolve not to see romantic interest where none existed, she couldn’t contain the bubble of anticipation that expanded within her as she descended the stairs. When she turned into the drawing room, she found Alex was alone in the room. He stood before the fireplace, looking down into the flames, with his hands clasped behind his back. And he was clad in black evening clothes. She paused in the doorway, her heart turning over as she took in his straight posture and broad shoulders. He was turned away from her, but she could see one side of his face. She ached to reach out and smooth her hand along his tense jaw.

      “Good evening, Alex,” she said after several seconds had passed.

      He turned at the sound of her voice. His eyes moved down her body before returning to her face. She didn’t miss the flare of appreciation in them.

      “You look lovely this evening, Charlotte. But then, you usually do.”

      The compliment pleased her, and it took great effort on her part not to show it.

      “Your mother and Lucy should be down shortly.” She paused briefly before asking, “Is it true you’ll be attending the ball this evening?”

      He shrugged, the movement casual. “It seems everyone will be there tonight. There is little point in going to the club when all my friends will be elsewhere.”

      Somehow she kept her disappointment from showing.

      “Is that the only reason you’re attending?”

      He hesitated a moment before admitting, “I was thinking about what we discussed this morning.”

      “You were?”

      “All this talk of marriage had me thinking that I can’t put off the inevitable forever. I was thinking…”

      He moved a step closer to her.

      “Yes?” she prodded, her voice the merest hint of a whisper.

      “Perhaps we can look out for one another.”

      His words confused her. “Look out for one another?”

      “Yes. I can help you choose between the men who show interest in you. There are things I may know, or be able to discover about them that you wouldn’t learn until it was too late. And in return, you can do the same for me. Let me know if you think I am encouraging the wrong woman.”

      Her heart sank. Along with her faint hope, she temporarily lost the ability to speak.

      “Oh, don’t fear that I’m likely to rush into anything,” he continued, misreading her silence. “I won’t be making any rash decisions.”

      “You want my help in finding someone for you to marry.” The words sounded hollow to her ears.

      “I know you haven’t been in town that long, but I am sure you’ve met many of the same women at the events you’ve attended. And if not, you can ask Lucy about them. But please,” he said, his expression pleading, “don’t tell her what I’ve said.”

      She was having trouble thinking beyond her need to escape his presence and their current conversation. “Why?”

      “You don’t have any siblings,” he said, pulling a face of dismay, “but she would make my life a living hell if she knew I was even considering the notion of marrying. I suffer enough of her teasing already.”

      At that moment, Charlotte wanted nothing more than to unleash some of that hell onto Alex herself. But instead, she pasted a false smile on her face and said, “That sounds like a very practical arrangement.”

      “Good,” Alex said, a large smile spreading across his face. “Ah, I think I hear my mother and sister now.”

      He gave her his arm. She hesitated only a moment before taking it.
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        * * *

      

      Alex found himself in the tedious position of having to dance with one simpering girl after another. Perhaps if at least one of them was more like Charlotte — direct and sure of themselves — he might have been moved to try to learn more about them. But despite what he’d told Charlotte, he had no intention of paying court to anyone. He’d used that excuse so she wouldn’t suspect the real reason for his attendance at Lady Weston’s ball that evening.

      For some reason he couldn’t begin to understand, he felt compelled to look out for Charlotte Grant. To keep her safe from the wolves that circled her. Her beauty drew a lot of attention. That, together with the fact that her dowry was modest and her absent father untitled, meant there would be more than a few men who would see her as nothing more than a brief conquest. And once they’d had her, they would show no hesitation in tossing her aside. He’d seen it happen to more than one hopeful debutante over the years, but he wouldn’t allow the same fate to befall Charlotte.

      It was all he could do to pay attention to whichever girl he was partnering at any given moment. He wanted to drag Charlotte away from all the men who were dancing attendance on her, not one of whom deserved her. Instead, he was forced to watch over her from a distance.

      It was with relief that he finally spotted the Earl of Kerrick and the Marquess of Overlea. After returning his dance partner to her mother, he escaped the expectant group of young women waiting to see if he would ask one of them to dance with him next. He made his way over to where his friends were standing at the edge of the dance floor, watching him with unconcealed amusement.

      “First Almack’s and now Lady Weston’s ball?” Kerrick said. “If you’re not careful, people will start believing those rumors that the ever elusive Duke of Clarington is searching for a bride.”

      Alex shook off the teasing and aimed for a levity he was far from feeling. “You’re here as well.”

      “Yes, but I am not the catch of the season. A duke will always garner more attention than a mere earl. Next to you and Overlea, I’m practically invisible.”

      Overlea grimaced. “I fear he has the right of it, which is why I can’t help but wonder at your presence here tonight. Unless the rumors are correct…”

      “Of course not,” he said, but he couldn’t stop his gaze from drifting back to Charlotte. He was aware of the speculative expressions on his friends’ faces, but ignored them.

      Charlotte had already danced with Haversham, so he scowled when he saw the young viscount approach her again. That scowl turned to a barely suppressed curse when he saw Charlotte place her hand on his arm and allow him to lead her out to the gardens.

      Overlea and Kerrick had followed his gaze and also witnessed the pair’s exit, but a quick glance around the room showed him that most of the guests hadn’t taken note of their departure. He didn’t bother to take leave of his friends when he started to follow. They could think what they would. His primary concern was Charlotte and making sure nothing would happen to ruin her reputation.

      Somehow he kept his pace normal to avoid drawing attention to himself as he made his way to the garden doors. It was a warm evening, and so the doors stood open. He took two steps onto the long balcony and stopped short, relief pounding through his veins, when he saw that Charlotte and Haversham were standing on the other side of the balcony. Well within the range of propriety.

      At his intrusion, they both turned to face him. Charlotte blushed, a reaction that set Alex’s nerves on edge. Surely she wouldn’t be embarrassed if the conversation had been an innocent one. He ground his teeth together to keep from saying something rash.

      Charlotte spoke first. “Is something the matter, Your Grace?”

      He knew he was being ridiculous, but the fact that she hadn’t called him by his Christian name annoyed him. Given the length of their acquaintance and how close she was with his sister, there was no need to hide their familiarity from Haversham.

      “I didn’t expect to find the two of you here. Without a chaperone.” He glared at the man who stood only a step away from Charlotte.

      “Now see here, Clarington,” he said, “we’re just outside the doors and were only talking. There’s no reason to act like a protective mother.”

      Alex spoke slowly to avoid showing just how angry he was. “I think you had best go back inside.”

      Haversham looked as though he was about to argue, but must have thought better of it. He turned to Charlotte, but Alex cut him off before he could speak.

      “Alone,” Alex said. “I would like a few words with Miss Grant.”

      His anger grew when the other man, as though Alex hadn’t spoken, said, “I will escort you inside if you wish.”

      Charlotte had been watching their exchange in silence, her expression neutral. She now smiled at Haversham, and Alex found himself actually hating the man.

      “You go ahead. I will be in shortly.”

      Haversham nodded. Alex didn’t speak again until the man had returned to the ballroom. Slowly, his steps measured, he approached Charlotte.

      “We need to talk,” he said through clenched teeth.

      She stood her ground. “You may proceed.”

      Alex shook his head. He reached for her hand, and ignoring the spark of awareness that flashed through him at the contact, drew her down the steps and into the garden. He didn’t stop until they were behind a shrub, out of sight from anyone who might walk out onto the balcony. He released her hand and turned to face her.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” he asked. Somehow, he managed to keep from shouting.

      “I think I am being dragged away from the ball by a madman.”

      “Don’t try to be amusing now. This is serious. What if Haversham had decided to take liberties? Your reputation might have been compromised and you’d be forced to marry him. Or is that what you’d hoped for?”

      She tilted her head in that infuriating manner that told him she was wondering at his behavior.

      “We were only a few feet from the garden door. The open door. No one would have believed anything untoward was happening.”

      Her calm response came close to making him lose the fragile control he held over his temper. Why could she not concede that it simply wasn’t wise for a young woman to allow a man to take her away from a ball?

      “You could have no way of knowing what he intended when you left with him. It would have been very easy for him to take you somewhere more secluded.”

      “Like you did?” she asked, her amusement clear.

      Her voice was low, and Alex became acutely aware of the fact that they were now, the two of them, very much alone. Music drifted through the open balcony door, but the ball and all the people inside Lady Weston’s house could have been a thousand miles away.

      Weariness crossed her face, and Alex felt an odd pang somewhere around the vicinity of his heart.

      “This situation cannot continue. I fear you were merely being polite yesterday when you said my presence in your house wasn’t unwelcome. I cannot help but think you want me gone.”
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        * * *

      

      Charlotte stood closer to him than she’d realized. From this distance, she could see that his blue eyes had flecks of silver in them. She was unable to tear her gaze away from his as she waited for his confirmation of her worst fears.

      “No,” he said when he finally spoke. “I do not wish you gone.”

      Being this close to Alex, she was finding it hard to breath. “What do you want?” she whispered.

      His answer this time was immediate, surprising her. He raised a hand to her cheek, and his thumb brushed along the spray of freckles she hadn’t powdered.

      “You. I want you.”

      Without conscious thought, she swayed even closer to him. He wrapped his fingers around her upper arms and dragged her against him. Sensations she had never felt before swept over her, culminating in intense pleasure when he brought his mouth down over hers.

      The contact was soft at first as he brushed his lips against hers. She sighed and reached up to twine her hands around his neck. Her movement seemed to encourage him, for the pressure increased. He brushed his tongue against her lips and she opened them in surprise. The first movement of his tongue into her mouth surprised her, but that surprise was soon replaced by pleasure. With caution she touched her own tongue to his and he groaned. His hands moved to her back, then down to her hips, and he pressed her fully against him as he deepened their kiss. She may have been inexperienced, but having been raised in the country, she knew exactly what she was feeling pressed against her, just above her womb.

      She couldn’t believe this was happening. Alex was actually kissing her.

      All too soon, though, he pulled away and looked down at her. His eyes had darkened, and the heated expression in them sent another shiver of excitement through her.

      “We need to stop,” he said, his breathing as ragged as her own. But he didn’t release her.

      She shook her head. “I don’t want to. I have waited so long for this. Years. Please, no more waiting.”

      Her admission surprised him and a small corner of her brain, the only part still capable of rational thought, chastised herself for betraying her feelings so easily. The rest of her, however, simply didn’t care. Alex was attracted to her, wanted her as a man wanted a woman, and absolutely nothing else mattered at that moment.

      She didn’t have to exert much pressure to coax his head back down and they were kissing again. He cupped her breast in one hand and she arched into the caress, a whimper of need rising in the back of her throat.

      He pushed her away with a curse and turned away, his harsh breathing sounding like a condemnation of her wantonness. She wasn’t quite able to steady her own breathing. Feeling bereft without his touch, she wrapped her arms around herself and waited.

      “I apologize,” he said. “I don’t know what came over me. Here I was, warning you about another man when it appears you have more to fear from me.”

      When he turned to face her again, she could see that the mask of composure he normally wore was back in place.

      “You should return to the ball. I’m sure the last thing you want is to find yourself forced to marry me.”

      His words were like a knife to her heart, and she had no doubt that Alex’s true concern was that he not find himself forced to marry her. She nodded and without another word turned and made her way back to the ballroom.
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      Alex was in hell. For the rest of the night, as he watched Charlotte laugh and dance almost every set, he couldn’t stop remembering her stricken expression when she’d left him. He’d hurt her feelings. That small, stupid voice inside him, the one whose ears had perked up when she’d told him she’d been waiting years for him, hoped she’d been hurt because he’d pushed her away. The more practical side of him, however, knew she’d been upset by his deplorable lack of self-control.

      He’d sent away his valet when he returned and was now waiting. He had to apologize to her. He knew he should wait until morning, but he wouldn’t be able to sleep if he didn’t do so right away. Charlotte had gone with his sister to Lucy’s bedroom after their return from the ball and stayed with her for some time. But she had to go past his bedroom to reach hers, which she’d done only moments before. He had to see her and somehow assure her that she was in no danger from him. He only wished he could assure himself of that same thing.

      The house was quiet when he made his way to her room and knocked on the door. When she opened it, she was surprised to see him.

      “I know you were expecting your maid,” he began, “but I needed to apologize.”

      Now it was his turn to be surprised when she opened her door to allow him to enter. He hesitated, but since her maid was likely to appear at any moment to help her undress, he decided there would be no harm in having this conversation in private. He entered and she closed the door after him.

      “What are you apologizing for, Alex?”

      He frowned. She was in a very strange mood. It didn’t help that he was feeling more than a little cast adrift. He was in her bedroom and the door was closed. It was all he could do not to draw her back into his arms and take her in that bed that seemed to dominate the room. He turned his back to the prominent piece of furniture and tried to concentrate on what he’d come to do.

      “For my forward behavior earlier this evening, of course.”

      She sighed and looked away. He waited for a reply, but none came.

      “Charlotte?”

      “I don’t want an apology from you,” she said. “Not for that.”

      Her words confused him. “If not for that, then for what?”

      She met his gaze again, and he hated seeing the hurt and disappointment reflected in her eyes. She seemed to be waiting for something from him, but he could no longer think straight. It was with great difficulty that he kept his eyes from drifting back to the bed.

      Where was that damned maid?

      “You have no idea, do you?” she said.

      He knew he should leave. Logic was telling him to leave now and to continue this conversation with her on the morrow, during the light of day. He seemed incapable, however, of moving.

      She took a step toward him. “When I was younger, I was infatuated with you.”

      His throat was thick, but he managed to reply, “I know.”

      “Did you also know,” she said, taking another step, “that I still am?”

      She was inches from him and it took all of his willpower not to reach for her. Her green eyes were glittering up at him, taunting him. She reached out and placed a hand on his chest. His heart began to pound, as though it were trying to reach out of his chest and connect with her.

      “What I want you to apologize for, Alexander Thompson…” She licked her lips and he almost groaned. “I want you to apologize for pushing me away tonight.”

      This was too much. No man should have to endure such torture. He closed his eyes to shut out the overwhelming temptation that was Charlotte Grant.

      “Your maid —”

      “Isn’t coming. I sent her away just before you came.”

      His eyes sprang open at that.

      “Tell me, Alex,” she continued. “Was kissing me really so bad?”

      She twined her hands around his neck again, her lush body pressing against his, and he was lost. Against her he had no willpower. He lowered his head and kissed her. But this time there was no tentative exploration at first, only white hot need. He should have been surprised at Charlotte’s exuberant response, but all he could feel at that moment was a desire so great he almost staggered under its weight. He had shared a number of beds over the years, but no one had ever made him feel quite so desperate as this woman.

      “The door,” she murmured against his lips.

      He didn’t take his mouth from hers. He couldn’t, and so he backed her up until she was pressed against it and reached down to turn the lock. She drew his coat from his shoulders and he shrugged it off. When he felt her fingers moving with quick confidence down the row of buttons on his waistcoat, he knew that there was no stopping this. He could no longer fight his need to claim her for his own.

      With shaking hands, he pulled her away from the door and started to undo the hooks that held up her dress. His movements weren’t as graceful as hers, but his need to see all of her was too great to allow finesse.

      He gasped with pleasure when she placed her hands on his abdomen, under his shirt, and began to explore the muscles there.

      “Charlotte,” he murmured, drawing his mouth along her cheek and down her throat, “are you sure about this?” He hated to ask the question, but he had to know she would have no regrets.

      “I have waited so long for this,” she said. “Please, Alex. Please don’t stop.”

      Heat surged through his blood. “I have no intention of stopping.”

      After having reached the last hook, he dragged her dress down her arms. She made a shimmying movement, and it dropped into a pool of satin at her feet. She was clad now only in her undergarments and his mouth went dry. He bent and scooped her into his arms, where she curled closer against him. Her weight against him felt good, as though she belonged there, and he had to close his eyes briefly, unable to believe this was actually happening. He almost stumbled when she placed her mouth against his throat and began to place hot, open-mouthed kisses there. Somehow he made it to the bed and laid her in the center. He removed his waistcoat and lifted his shirt over his head before joining her there.

      They both stilled when he rolled onto his back and draped her over him. Her body pressed along the length of his was a maddening temptation. He wanted only to tear the remaining garments from her body, to bare her completely to his gaze. It was several moments before he could control that urge and move his arms up to undo the strings that held her stays in place. She drew in a deep breath when he cast aside the confining garment, and he closed his hands over her breasts. She looked down at him, the green of her eyes almost feverishly bright.
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