
  
    [image: Seducing an Heiress on a Train]
  


  
    
      Seducing an Heiress on a Train

      A Victorian Christmas Story

    

    
      
        Lauren Smith

      

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Epilogue

      

      
        Author’s Historical Note

      

      
        Tempted by a Rogue

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Other Titles By Lauren Smith

      

    

    
      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is coincidental.

      Copyright © 2019 by Lauren Smith

      Tempted by a Rogue excerpt Copyright © 2015 by Lauren Smith

      

      The League of Rogues (R) is a federally registered trademark owned by Lauren Smith and cannot be copied or used without the expression permission of Lauren Smith.

      

      All rights reserved. In accordance with the U.S. Copyright Act of 1976, the scanning, uploading, and electronic sharing of any part of this book without the permission of the publisher constitutes unlawful piracy and theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), prior written permission must be obtained by contacting the publisher at lauren@laurensmithbooks.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.

      

      The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.

      ISBN:  978-1-947206-85-4 (e-book edition)

      ISBN: 978-1-947206-86-1 (print edition)

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      London, December 1888

      The ticking clock in the corner of the waiting area counted down the seconds toward Oliver Conway’s doom. Each second sounded like a hammer fall in the interminable silence. He clenched his worn black gloves in one hand and held his hat in the other as he waited to be summoned. Finally, the door to the bank president’s office opened, and a portly man with kind eyes glanced down the hall to find him.

      “Lord Conway, I will see you now.”

      Oliver swallowed and stood, then straightened his shoulders and entered the office of Mr. Kelly, president of Drummonds Bank.

      “Please, sit, Lord Conway.” Mr. Kelly waved at the pair of leather chairs facing the desk.

      Oliver sat, his hands trembling a little. At the grown age of one and thirty he had few reasons to be afraid, but today this man held the fate of Oliver’s family’s future in his hands.

      Mr. Kelly removed a pair of spectacles from his coat pocket and nestled them on the bridge of his nose. He pulled a stack of papers toward him. “I’ve reviewed all of the accounts this morning, my lord, and I’m afraid the loans your father extended two years ago are past due. I received the payments you’ve been sending, but it barely covers the interest currently owed.”

      Oliver’s heart sank, and a bitter taste filled his mouth. “And the stock he purchased? We authorized the bank with permission to sell. What amount did it bring in?”

      Mr. Kelly sighed, and his gray eyes, still showing that damnable sincerity and kindness, only increased Oliver’s fears.

      “The stock was worthless after the businesses your father invested in went bankrupt. I was able to recuperate a small amount, but it covered only the interest owed for the next month’s payment.”

      Panic spread through Oliver. He had been fighting for over a year to save his family and his home from ruin after his father’s death, and now all he had was his name and the title of Viscount Conway, which at the moment was a burden almost beyond what he could bear.

      “Mr. Kelly, is there no way…?”

      The banker removed his spectacles and set them on the desk. He leaned forward, his voice lowering.

      “I have so few options, Oliver. Your father was a dear friend and…” Mr. Kelly paused, collecting himself. “But my hands are tied by bank regulations and investor expectations.”

      “So that’s it, then? Astley Court, all of the tenancy properties and everything we own…”

      “Will be property of Drummonds in thirty days,” Mr. Kelly finished. “You’ve done a commendable job, but the debts were simply too great. The only way to…” Mr. Kelly stopped and shook his head.

      “What?” Oliver pressed. “What were you about to say? I will do anything.”

      “The only option I see as a way out of this mess is to, shall we say…marry advantageously?”

      Oliver didn’t quite comprehend the banker’s words because they were so unexpected. “Pardon?”

      “An heiress, dear boy,” Mr. Kelly said, forgetting their difference in social standing for a moment, not that Oliver cared.

      “An heiress,” he muttered, finding the implication distasteful.

      “Yes. Find a pretty young lady with a fortune to her name and secure her hand in less than thirty days, and you will have access to money. I could get around some of the resistance here if you returned before the middle of January with a rich bride upon your arm.”

      Oliver stared down at his worn-out gloves and top hat, which rested in his lap. So it had come to this. Sell himself to the highest-bidding lady in London and find himself saddled with a wife, one he might not like, let alone love—all to save his home and family.

      “Do it for Astley Court. Do it for your mother.”

      The thought of his mother, his younger brother Everett, and his sister Zadie all depending on him. It was all it took to make him decide.

      “Thirty days,” Oliver said, as if sealing the pact.

      Still feeling like a man doomed and facing the gallows, Oliver thanked Mr. Kelly and shook his hand before he exited the office. He pulled on his gloves and cursed as he found yet another small hole in the leather. He had spent the last year putting every bit of coin he had toward the business debts his father’s investments had accrued. The cost of his efforts, aside from his pride, had been clothing three years too old, and showing every day of it.

      His mother and sister had suffered more, being forced to wear gowns well out of fashion. He and Everett were able to get by on what they owned since men’s fashions changed far less and more slowly than the fashions of ladies. Zadie had held her head high, even when other girls had mocked her during her debut this season when she’d worn an outmoded gown.

      His family had also reduced the staff at their country estate by half and had sold their large townhouse in London six months ago. Now they only rented rooms when in town for the season. Oliver didn’t want to think about what cuts they would have to make if he wasn’t able to save Astley Court. A man without land and without a fortune… He shuddered, but resolved himself to the idea of learning a trade. He was not opposed to it, but the social circles his family ran in would surely find it distasteful, which meant he put Everett’s and Zadie’s futures at risk.

      But if he could find an heiress…

      No. He would find an heiress. He would do his duty, in whatever form that required.

      As he left Drummonds and stepped out into the streets, someone called his name.

      “Conway!”

      He spun to find a man striding toward him, waving his arm. The tall, dark-haired fellow had the same green eyes as him.

      “Cousin!” He laughed as he shook Devon St. Laurent’s hand. Devon was second in line to become the Duke of Essex. Oliver’s great-grandfather, Godric St. Laurent, and his wife Emily had had four children, and Devon’s grandfather, second eldest of the brood, was the current duke.

      “Care for a drink? I was heading to Berkley’s.”

      “I would love to, but I surrendered my membership three months ago.” It was one of the many frivolous luxuries both he and Everett had removed to slim down their family’s expenses.

      “What? Why?”

      Oliver sighed. “It is a long story.” His shoulders ached now. He had been waiting to see Mr. Kelly for over an hour, and he had been strung tighter than an archer’s bow the entire time.

      Devon smiled and clapped a hand on Oliver’s shoulder. “Come on, we’ll drink at a pub nearby, and you can tell me this long story.”

      Half an hour later, the two of them were two pints into a nice afternoon.

      “All right, Oliver, tell me what’s the matter.” Devon’s expression was back to that of concern. And like they had been as boys, Oliver found his trust in his cousin well placed as he shared his family’s dire financial straits.

      “Lord, Oliver, that’s dreadful. Why don’t you speak to my grandfather? I’m sure he wouldn’t mind helping you out. You know how he loves Astley Court.”

      “I know,” Oliver admitted. His great-uncle, the Duke of Essex, was a loving man, openhearted and kind, but even he did not possess the funds to help the Conways out of their massive debt.

      “Why not?” Devon pressed. He rolled his half-empty pint glass between his hands.

      “It wouldn’t be enough. The amount we need to pay… It would put Essex House at risk. I cannot ask that.”

      Devon’s eyes darkened. “It’s truly that bad?”

      “It is,” Oliver replied numbly. He glanced around the pub, noting the men who sought to escape the winter chill. Most were laughing and talking, all in seemingly good spirits. It only served to deepen his melancholy.

      “I feel I’ve failed,” Oliver whispered.

      “You haven’t.” Devon leaned forward and set his glass down on the table. “Debts happen, businesses fail. Your father made these choices, and they seemed good and sound at the time. It isn’t your fault they failed. The world changed, and we’re all still trying to catch up with it.”

      Oliver drained the rest of his pint, letting the stout ale go to his head. His stomach was empty, and his head ached from the lack of food. He had done his best not to eat at too many restaurants while he was in London. The expense was one more thing he couldn’t afford.

      “The banker said I need to find an heiress. Can you believe that? It was his professional advice.”

      “An heiress?” Delight suddenly burst on Devon’s face as he grinned. “That may be something I could help you with.”

      “Oh?”

      “You remember Adelaide Berwick?”

      “The Earl of Berwick’s daughter?” He nodded. He had spent much of his youth around the girl. She chattered endlessly and could be quite mean-spirited sometimes.

      “She still wants you, Oliver. I know you didn’t offer for her when she came out last year, but she is still hoping you’ll change your mind. Her father has settled a hefty sum on her as a dowry and a large sum to be given as an inheritance if he approves of the match. Old Berwick always liked you.”

      The Earl of Berwick was a good fellow, but his wife and his only daughter could both be unbearable. Still, Oliver considered it.

      “Adelaide is a bit…much, don’t you think?” he asked his cousin.

      Devon shrugged. “Yes, I suppose she is. But she’s as rich as Croesus, and that’s what you need, isn’t it?” His cousin chuckled. “Besides, if she truly drove you mad, you could always live apart in separate homes. That seems to be quite acceptable these days with those who marry out of necessity.”

      “I suppose you’re right. I could stomach it. For Astley Court.”

      “There you are then. Cheer up. You’re coming to Lady Poole’s ball tonight, aren’t you? Adelaide will be there. Propose to her, and I’ll go with you to procure a special license. You’ll be married by Christmas.”

      “Married to Adelaide Berwick by Christmas…” Oliver shook his head, trying not to laugh at the maddening twist his life had taken.

      “Married, at least,” Devon replied. “That ought to be some consolation.”

      They finished their drinks, and Devon paid the barman. They then donned their gloves and hats before embracing the chill outside.

      “Shall I see you tonight?”

      “You shall.” Oliver shook Devon’s hand and parted ways with his cousin. He walked to the hotel his family were renting rooms at while they were in town. The Grosvenor Hotel on Buckingham Palace Road was an impressive structure modeled in the Baroque interpretation of French Renaissance architectural style. His father had been a good friend of the hotel’s current owner, and whenever they stayed in town, they were able to rent a room far cheaper than most guests, for which Oliver was extremely grateful. It didn’t hurt that having a titled lord staying there caused a flurry of interest from other guests, which the owner thought was good for business.

      As Oliver entered its opulent entryway, his eyes rolled over the fluted twisting columns and the way the light from the chandeliers turned the white marble a soft gold. Bright-red roses filled half a dozen large crystal vases, and a group of young ladies in colorful gowns were gossiping as they donned their velvet manteaux, likely for an evening out at the opera or perhaps a ball. More than one lady in the group caught Oliver’s eye, offering him a blushing smile before they dissolved into giggles with their friends as he passed.

      In another life, Oliver would’ve enjoyed the attention. He was no fool. He had his mother’s fair looks as well as his father’s, and more than one young lady had thrown herself at him over the years. He had thoroughly enjoyed seducing a few, though never too far, just enough to please his ego and give the lady a breathtaking memory.

      But he was older now, and there was a part of him that did long to settle down. He wanted what his mother and father had, a marriage based on love and respect.

      But I won’t have that with Adelaide. She will own me, and she’ll never let me forget it.

      He climbed the stairs to the third floor and then headed down the hall to the suite of rooms he’d rented. As he opened the door, he saw his mother and sister in the sitting room, talking excitedly about tonight.

      “Oh, Oliver!” his mother exclaimed in joy as she saw him. She rose and came over to embrace him. “How was Mr. Kelly? Did he give us a very long extension?”

      Oliver’s gut knotted as he carefully planned his response. He saw his little sister, Zadie, who was only eighteen, watching him with anxious eyes.

      She knows. She’s always been able to read me like an open book.

      “Mother, perhaps you should sit down.”

      His mother, still lovely even at fifty-two, now became concerned. “Oliver… What’s the matter? What did Mr. Kelly say?”

      Zadie gently ushered their mother into a chair, and then she stood behind it, as strong as a soldier in Her Majesty’s army.

      “Where is Everett?” he asked.

      “Here.” His brother stepped out of the nearest bedroom. Everett could be Oliver’s twin, though he was three years younger. He’d removed his coat and was waiting for Oliver to speak. They all were.

      “Mr. Kelly could not grant us an extension. The entire amount of the debt has been called in, and we are destitute. We have thirty days to set our affairs in order and arrange for the sale of Astley Court and all of its sub properties, as well as the furnishings in the house.”

      That bitter taste had returned, and it broke his heart to see his mother wipe the tears in her eyes. No matter what Devon had said, he knew he had failed his family.

      “I haven’t given up,” Oliver told them. “I have one last chance. Mr. Kelly suggested it, and I shall endeavor to do my best.”

      “What is it?” his mother asked. Even though her husband had passed more than a year ago, she, like Her Majesty, still mourned her husband and had not shed her widow’s weeds. Her black silk gown whispered against the carpets as she stood and faced him with a strength that made him proud.

      “If I can marry an heiress before the middle of next January, we’ll be able to save the house, tenancies…all of it.”

      “An heiress? Oh, Oliver, no.” His mother shook her head. “I’ll not have you become some dreadful fortune hunter.”

      “I won’t be, Mother. I already know the woman I’m choosing, and she won’t require any hunting.” He tried to smile, but he knew the expression failed to reach his eyes. “You could even say that she’s been hunting me.”

      “Who would be…?” Zadie asked, and then her eyes widened with horror. “Oh no, Oliver, not her. Anyone but her.”

      “Zadie.” He held up a hand, trying to reassure her. “She’s not that terrible.”

      “Not that terrible? She covered my hair in tar when I was twelve, Oliver. Mother had to cut it all off. I looked like a boy for almost a year!”

      “Bloody hell,” Everett said, then whistled. “I forgot Adelaide did that.”

      “She was just a girl then,” Oliver said.

      Everett shook his head in disgust. “Choose anyone but that one. There must be other heiresses.”

      “Everett, heiresses do not grow on trees,” their mother said coldly. “If Oliver believes Adelaide is our only choice, then we must bear it.” When Everett made a gagging noise, she added, “Or you could marry her.” At which point, Everett turned as white as alabaster.

      Zadie sank into the chair their mother had now vacated, while Everett shot Oliver a sympathetic look as their mother took his hands in hers and gave a gentle squeeze.

      “You truly want this?” Margaret asked him.

      Oliver squeezed her hands back. “Mother, it’s not what I want, but it is what must be done. I won’t lose our home, and I won’t put Zadie’s and Everett’s futures at risk. They need a stable life and a reputation unsullied by destitution if they are to make decent matches.”

      For a long moment, no one said anything. Then his mother cupped his cheek and tried to smile. “You are a wonderful son to make such a sacrifice. I would give anything to keep you from doing this.”

      “I know, Mother.” He closed his eyes, drew a deep breath, and tried to summon a smile. “Now, we have Lady Poole’s ball tonight, and I for one would like to enjoy myself this evening before I propose.”

      He would not let himself think about what his future might be. Certainly not tonight with his last night of freedom before he shackled himself to an unwanted heiress.
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      Rayne Egerton tried to quell the rise of nerves that fluttered in her belly as her father helped her down from their coach. Her father, Douglas Egerton, beamed at her with pride. She tried to smile back.

      “Breathe, my dear. You’ll do just fine. None of these ladies are any more special than you.”

      Rayne wished her father’s words could comfort her, but the truth was, she felt out of place in England. They had only just arrived from a steamer ship out of New York, and London was proving to be more intimidating than New York had ever been. As much as she liked the country, the people seemed far less welcoming than she’d hoped. Even Americans with all their money weren’t always welcome…or perhaps it was because of it?

      “It’s my first English ball, Father. What if I don’t know the right dances or say the wrong thing to one of the peers? The titles still confuse me.” She had spent the last month reading a copy of Debrett’s Peerage as she tried to understand the complicated system. Rayne still felt completely uncomfortable with all of the modes of address. At home, a woman was either a Miss or a Mrs., and a man was simply a Mr. There were no earls, dukes, viscount, barons, or knights. Here it was all Lord this or Right Honorable that. And trying to keep their order of importance straight… It was all too much.

      A footman at the door ushered them into Lady Poole’s extravagant home. Great chandeliers lit the entry hall as she and her father joined the other newly arrived guests. She removed her ivory-colored silk-and-velvet dolman, something that resembled a half-coat and half-cape with its loose, sling-like sleeves. She unhooked the fastener at her neck and allowed the footman to slip it off and put it away for her. Her father had insisted on the new costly wardrobe before they had left for England. He’d had the gowns ordered from the House of Worth in Paris. It had embarrassed her to have such expensive things, but her father said they would be judged quite harshly based on their clothing. He’d reminded her that they would have to work twice as hard to fit in with the social crowd of London during the season.

      To make the best impression, she had chosen a pale-rose evening gown with a low square neckline and sleeves that clung to the edges of her shoulders. Her gown was trimmed with live roses that had been carefully sewn in over the embroidered silk rosebuds on her skirts, draping from the high bustle at the back down to the front of her gown. A red silk bow exited the middle of her bustle, catching the viewer’s eye to the pale-pink gown. It was exquisite, but Rayne wasn’t used to such things, and she certainly didn’t feel like she belonged in it.

      At home in New York, she’d worn more serviceable, sensible clothes because she spent a great deal of time assisting her father at his office. She was fortunate to have a father who believed women were capable of working alongside men, but he was the exception. Most men in New York had laughed at her attempts to discuss business and politics, and she was afraid London would be no different.

      As she and her father entered the ballroom, dozens of women were already eyeing her, whispering behind raised fans, their eyes glittering with curiosity or malice. She knew why—she was an American heiress, and every unattached man in the room would soon find a way to manage an introduction to her. It was a common practice now for the titled men of England to seek marriages with rich American heiresses. And that was the very last thing Rayne wanted, for a man to see her simply as a bank account. She didn’t care if the man was a duke—if he was a fortune hunter, she wanted nothing to do with him.

      She kept her arm tucked in her father’s, and her other hand clutched her skirts as they moved through the thick crowds. There had to be close to seventy people inside the room. Musicians played in a distant corner, and waiters moved around the edges of the crowd, offering champagne to those not partaking in the dance. Rayne watched the dancers, trying to recognize the steps, wondering how best to match them. The only dance she felt comfortable with was the waltz.

      “Mr. Egerton!” Lady Poole came over, beaming at them both. She had met Rayne’s father a few months ago while in New York and had sent them invitations the moment she discovered they would be visiting England.

      Her father bowed, and Rayne dipped into a curtsy. “Lady Poole.” The fashionable Englishwoman was in her midforties and still quite stunning. The soft smile she cast toward Douglas didn’t go unnoticed by Rayne. She’d wondered over the last year if her father and Lady Poole’s frequent letters to one another might be leading to something more. If he found happiness again after losing his wife, Rayne was ready to support his decision to remarry. All the more so if he chose Lady Poole.

      “How are you faring, Rayne, dear?” Lady Poole asked. Rayne smiled in genuine relief at having at least one ally here.

      “A bit nervous, I admit.”

      “That’s quite normal.” Lady Poole tapped her closed fan in her palm. “Let’s see if I can’t make some introductions.” She took Rayne from her father’s arm and then towed her quickly around the room, introducing her to all the ladies in attendance. The names and titles became a confusing blur by the end.

      “Stay here while I fetch some gentlemen to fill your dance card, my dear.” She left Rayne at a spot near the wall with a group of other young ladies. They all shared sympathetic looks with her.

      Rayne tried not to lose herself in shame as she watched a number of handsome young bucks prowl by her and the others left out of the dancing.

      Heavens…I’ve become a wallflower so soon.

      “Oh dear.” The girl next to her shuffled her feet anxiously. “She’s coming. Buck up, ladies,” the girl hissed in warning to her fellow flowers.

      “Who?” Rayne asked the girl, her stomach knotting with dread.

      “Adelaide Berwick. Whatever you do, don’t show any hint of weakness,” the girl replied and raised her chin defiantly as a pretty young woman around Rayne’s age came up to the group of single ladies. A trio of girls followed on Adelaide’s heels, all twittering behind their fans.

      “Well, ’tis a pity Lady Poole did not invite more young men. Quite silly to have so many left desiring partners. There’s simply nothing worse than being a wallflower,” she declared. Her soft blue silk gown, Rayne noted, looked as expensive as hers, but it lacked the flair of the roses. Adelaide seemed to notice this and sneered at Rayne.

      “I do believe you’re wilting.” She pointed her fan at Rayne’s dress. Rayne almost looked down but didn’t. Even if the freshly cut roses were wilting, she didn’t want to give the girl the satisfaction. She knew how she would respond in America, but here? She was well out of her depth.

      Adelaide changed the subject. “I’m afraid we’re not acquainted. You aren’t familiar to me. Let me guess… A country cousin of Lady Poole’s? She is always so charitable.” Adelaide’s friends giggled.

      Rayne bit the side of her cheek. Do not respond. You will embarrass Father.

      “Oh dear. Have you lost your tongue?” Adelaide continued. “The country mouse is too timid.”

      Rayne curled her fingers around her own fan, inwardly imagining bringing it down upon Adelaide’s head.

      “I have a tongue, Miss Berwick. You’re simply not worth the breath or the words to speak to.”

      The wallflowers behind Rayne all gasped. Adelaide’s brown eyes narrowed to angry slits. She tossed her auburn curls venomously.

      “You are American, of course. You must be the daughter of that rich old man everyone is fussing over tonight. Well, lesson one, American. I’m the daughter of Lord Berwick, so you will address me as Lady Adelaide, not miss.” Her smugness was short-lived because Rayne was good and furious now at the girl’s dig at her father. No one insulted him, especially not some twit like this.

      Rayne took a step closer, plastering a smile upon her face. “My apologies, Lady Adelaide. I didn’t see an earl’s daughter here, only a spoiled little brat.”

      Adelaide bared her teeth as she readied a response, but Rayne wasn’t done. She raised her voice a little so the girls behind her all heard.

      “Be careful what you say next, Lady Adelaide, or I might ask my father to purchase everything you own. As you said, I’m the daughter of a very rich American. My father could buy half this country on a lark if it suited him.”

      Adelaide’s face went ghostly white, and then her pretty face pinched and her cheeks turned a bright red.

      “All the money in the world doesn’t fix poor breeding,” she snapped.

      “I suppose you would know, seeing as how most old families in England are inbred,” Rayne shot back without a second thought.

      Adelaide looked ready to spew fire, but the trio of girls behind her pulled her away, steering her toward the table of refreshments. Rayne released a sigh of relief.

      “You Americans really are as bold as brass, as they say,” the girl next to her said. She had stunning green eyes and dark-brown hair.

      “I realize that may have been very foolish.” Rayne blushed. Her temper was cooling, and as it did, rationality and doubt returned, along with embarrassment. She had just threatened the daughter of an earl. That wouldn’t go over well.

      “Could you truly do it?” the girl asked.

      “Do what?” Rayne replied.

      “Buy her family’s estate and property like that?”

      “Perhaps. What does her father earn in any given year?” She blushed again at the inappropriate question. The English thought it was so crass to talk openly of money.

      “About forty thousand a year.”

      Rayne didn’t even hesitate. “Oh yes, definitely. Twice over, I should think.”

      The wallflowers gathered around her then, all gasping and chattering questions all at once.

      “Ladies, let her breathe,” the green-eyed girl exclaimed. “My name is Zadie, by the way. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

      “The same,” Rayne replied, relaxing a little at Zadie’s warm smile. “I’m Rayne Egerton.”

      “Rayne, you told off Lady Adelaide, and that makes you my new favorite friend.”

      “I take it she terrorizes you all often?”

      “Often,” Zadie agreed with a frown. “She’s the worst sort of aristocrat. Not all ladies in her station are like that. I hope you won’t judge the rest of us by her standards.”

      “Certainly not,” Rayne promised. “I let people prove their worth before I pass judgment. And I think Adelaide proved she isn’t worth anything.”

      The flowers flocking around her all laughed. Zadie introduced her to most of the girls, and she felt a stirring of hope that she might make a few friends tonight.

      “So, how long are you in England?” Zadie asked as she and Rayne collected champagne from a passing footman.

      “A few months. My father is here to buy stock in some steel companies.”

      “Oh? And your Christmas plans? Will you be staying in London?”

      “No, we leave tomorrow by train for Inverness. Lord Fraser has invited us to a party there over the holidays.”

      “Lord Fraser’s estate?” Zadie grinned. “I’m bound there as well. Only we leave in a few days, not tomorrow.”

      Rayne’s heart soared. “You’ll be there? Thank heavens, I’ll have one friend at least.”

      Zadie chuckled. “Not to worry. I’ll help you survive the end of the season and the holidays.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Oh!” Zadie suddenly looked toward a crowd on the opposite end of the ballroom. “I must go, I’m afraid. But I’ll see you in Inverness.” Zadie gave her a hug and rushed off. It was only as she watched her friend go that she noticed that Adelaide and the other girls nearby were laughing at Zadie.

      She heard Adelaide say, “There’s only so many ways to change the same old gown before a decent gentleman notices you can’t afford a new one.”

      Rayne drew in a deep breath. If she wasn’t careful, Adelaide might end up with her face drenched in champagne. Lord, Adelaide was testing the strength of her self-control.

      Lady Poole plucked her from the wallflowers and sent her onto the dance floor. She had lined up a dozen young men to meet her. In between the twirls and whirls, they talked of her father and her holiday plans. Rayne tried her best to be clever, charming, and entertaining, and she found she wasn’t a complete failure.

      One man, Devon St. Laurent, teased her mercilessly until she was laughing. He reminded her of the brood of cousins she had at home who all worked for her Uncle Gerard’s oil business. Those Egerton boys were delightfully wicked when it came to women, but fiercely protective of her like a little sister.

      After an hour had passed, she sought refuge from the dancing in an alcove behind the refreshment table. It was a relief to have a moment alone to gather her thoughts. She’d never been overly fond of crowds. She preferred solitude and quiet study whenever possible. Her father said she was like her mother in that way. Rayne’s heart ached at the thought. They had lost her two years before, and her death had left her and her father clinging to one another in shared grief.

      She was pulled from her thoughts at the rising sound of Adelaide’s hateful gossip.

      “I don’t know why Lady Poole invited those dreadful Americans. They’re so…” She lowered her voice to say something to her friends that made them laugh. “I mean, look at her dress. It’s more suited to a pigsty. Perhaps that’s where she grew up? Slopping her way around with the pigs? And her hair—such a lackluster shade of brown. Her face is quite ugly, don’t you think? And those eyes—the color of mud.”

      That was no private conversation of hushed whispers. The woman had wanted her to hear. Had wanted to hurt her. Rayne bit her lip, holding in tears. Adelaide didn’t deserve to see her cry. But she felt so helpless and

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  


OEBPS/images/seducinganheiressonatrain-1.jpg
USA TODAY BESTSELLER






This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


