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        It began with a memory, etched in the heart.

      

        

      
        Lady Celia Lacey is too young for a husband, especially man-about-town Lord Adrian de Courtenay. But when she meets him at a house party, she falls in love and cannot get him out of her mind. Will he ever think she is old enough to become his wife?

      

        

      
        Adrian finds appealing innocent Lady Celia Lacey impossible to forget, though she is barely out of the schoolroom and a relative by marriage. If they are constantly in each other’s company, then how can he move on without her?

      

        

      
        His sister’s deceptions bring them together but destroys their happiness. Can they reach past the hurt to the love that still burns?
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        Hollystone Hall

        January, 1813

      

      

      Lord Adrian de Courtenay hurried through the many corridors of Hollystone Hall until he at last found the library. His gaze swept around the room until he saw his book where he had left it on one of the side tables next to an overstuffed chair. As he crossed the room, he heard a soft click behind him and turned at the noise.

      He was surprised to see Lady Celia Lacey leaning up against the wood. She was a pretty little bird, and he had considered pursuing her perhaps once she was a little older. The girl was barely out of the schoolroom after all, no more than ten and six years… seven at the most. His taste had never been for young virgins, but something pulled at his heartstrings when she continued to follow him around during the house party. Her blonde hair bounced invitingly whenever she rushed to catch up to him on many an occasion, but her lovesick blue eyes reminded Adrian she was too young and innocent to flirt with.

      Even if he had considered giving into the temptation she represented, the situation had changed once he became aware his sister, Grace, and Lady Celia’s uncle, Lord Nicholas, had developed an affection for one another. If Gracie and Lord Nicholas were to wed, Celia would be family. Getting involved with her was highly ill advised.

      Lady Celia’s eyes widened once they leveled upon him from across the room. He picked up the book, holding it close to his chest. As he approached, a smile lit her face. What was his little sparrow up to? More importantly… what was she doing here without her chaperone?

      “Are you leaving?” she blurted out when he drew near. Her tone verged on panic. Her hand rose to her neck as if to free a breath suddenly caught in her throat.

      God, but she was going to be a beauty once she left the girl behind and became a woman full grown. A part of him was flattered, knowing he was the cause of her current state of breathlessness. He envied the man who would one day claim her as his wife. He was going to be one lucky man.

      “Yes. My sisters, Grace and Miranda, and I were walking to our carriage when I remembered this,” he said, giving the book he held a wave in the air. “And you? Are you departing today, as well?”

      “Tomorrow. My oldest sister, Elinor, is tidying up several details from the charity ball.”

      “I suspect, before long, we shall all be family, if Grace and your uncle have anything to say on the matter.” Adrian assumed there would be a wedding celebration in the near future.

      “Do you think so?” she whispered, her eyes bright with excitement. “We would see each other often if they were to marry.”

      Adrian cleared his throat, stepping several paces backwards to distance himself. She, in turn, advanced. “Yes, well… I suppose such may be the case. Time will tell.”

      “Time… yes… time is all we need. Will you wait for me Lord de Courtenay… Adrian?”

      “W-wait for you?” he stammered. “Where the devil is your chaperon?” Good Lord, what had he gotten himself into? This situation had gotten out of hand faster than he ever expected. He went around her to open the door, but the key was missing. Turning back, she waved what he needed.

      “Looking for this?” she laughed.

      The little scamp! “Lady Celia,” Adrian began, holding his palm upward. “The key, if you please.”

      She laughed. “Oh, very well,” she replied, handing the shiny brass object over; it was still warm from her touch. “You do not have to be so formal. As you said, we might be related one day.”

      Adrian turned the key in the lock and opened the door. “All the more reason to adhere to the rules of Society. You are the daughter of a duke and should not be alone with a single male, especially me.”

      A giggle of girlish delight burst from her lips. “I am certain I am perfectly safe in your company, Adrian,” she said, dropping all formality between them.

      He watched when her perfect little mouth lifted up into an enchanting smile. This young woman needed to be kissed and often. “Do you think so?” he asked, stepping closer, wishing to teach her a lesson. Her eyes widened. Was this just a game to her? Was she as flirtatious as his younger sister Miranda had become? No… something sincere shone in her face. The girl had no hidden agendas… or did she?

      “W-why, y-yes… of c-course, I am,” she stuttered, suddenly appearing unsure of herself as her confidence in their situation tipped and not in her favor.

      He lifted her chin with one finger to stare into her sparkling blue eyes. If she was expecting to be kissed, she would be sadly mistaken. He did not dally with troublesome virgins. He did not. He had a mistress who could see to his needs. Still… he leaned forward, and a soft floral scent swirled around his senses.

      “You have a lot to learn about men, little one,” Adrian whispered into her ear and felt her shiver. He should not be teasing her so, but he could not seem to help himself. “Trust me when I tell you to set your cap for someone else. You are far too young for me.”

      Her hand went to his arm as though to hold on for support. “You sound as though you are ancient, my lord. I am certainly old enough to become your wife.”

      “Wife?” he exclaimed, stepping back as though she had the plague. Heaven forbid! She was set on a marriage between them. “Whatever makes you think I am ready to take a wife?”

      Her brows met as she pondered. “Certainly you must be considering marriage to someone, my lord. Why not let that lady be me?”

      Damn, she was a brave one and far more outspoken than he thought for someone of her tender years. Before he could answer her outrageous bid to become his wife, they heard her name being called from down the hallway.

      Once more taking hold of his arm, she pulled him forward before lifting herself up on the tips of her toes to place a quick kiss upon his cheek. “Please wait for me, Adrian…” she whispered in a soft plea against his ear. Without waiting for his answer, she picked up the hem of her dress and ran from the room.

      Adrian stood there, stunned. Where had his little sparrow found the nerve to leave him with her kiss? He lifted his hand to his cheek, still feeling the warmth of her breath on his face. He needed a few minutes to compose himself before he could join his sisters in their carriage. Taking a deep breath, he shut the library door and left Hollystone Hall. Once in London, he turned to his usual gentlemanly pursuits and tried to forget the lovely Lady Celia. She would haunt his dreams for many months to come…
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        London

        Summer, 1813

      

      

      Lady Celia Lacey’s grip upon her crystal champagne flute was tight enough that she was in danger of snapping the stem. Her parents’ ballroom was filled to capacity in celebration of the wedding of her Uncle Nicholas and Lady Grace de Courtenay. Celia had not seen her beloved uncle so happy in a long while. After the horrible accident that took his first wife, Celia was glad he had found love again. It gave her hope… almost.

      She watched the couple dancing to the lively tune of a quadrille, trying to ignore the pain in her heart as she saw him with another woman on his arm. Adrian… so much for him waiting for her. He must have thought her the silliest girl in all of England when she had whispered her heartfelt desires while at Hollystone. Since then, Adrian seemed to go out of his way to have one woman after another upon his arm whenever he and Celia were thrown together.

      “They make a striking pair, do they not?”

      They did indeed, much to her annoyance, and she almost sighed aloud when a lock of his brown hair fell rakishly across his brow. The lady he escorted tonight laughed at something he said when they came together in the dance, causing the green-eyed monster of jealousy to rear its ugly head.

      “Lady Celia?”

      Celia turned to see Adrian’s sister Miranda at her side. “My apologies, Miss de Courtenay. You were saying?”

      Miranda gave a gentle laugh. “I must insist you call me by my first name. We are now family, after all.”

      Celia nodded. “Of course. You must call me Celia.”

      Miranda looped her arm through Celia’s. “I was saying they make a striking pair,” she repeated.

      Celia gave a heavy sigh. “I daresay they do,” she replied, trying to keep a polite smile upon her face. Even to her own ears, her tone sounded frightfully less than encouraging. She took a large sip of her champagne.

      “I thought you would be happy for my sister and your uncle.” A frown crossed Miranda’s brow. “Although I am feeling a bit left out not having a title of my own.”

      “I beg your pardon?” Celia asked, before handing her glass to a passing servant and reaching for another flute.

      Miranda discreetly pointed with her glass toward the newly-wedded couple. “Are you not pleased they are now wed?”

      Celia’s faced flushed with heat as she realized her mistake. “Oh! Yes, I am very pleased for them. My cousin has told me nothing but good things about Lady Grace, who has taken Blanche under her wing as if she always belonged there.”

      “Then whatever has you so flustered? Should I accompany you to the balcony for some fresh air?” Miranda inquired in concern.

      Celia once more searched out the face that had haunted her every moment since she first laid eyes upon him months ago at Hollystone Hall. Was it just a coincidence when their eyes met from across the room? Coincidence that he missed a step while he attempted to keep his eyes upon her as the dance continued?

      “Oh goodness! You are in love with my brother!” Miranda exclaimed.

      Bother. The young woman had figured out just whom Celia had been staring at.

      “I said no such thing, Miss de Courtenay,” Celia hissed, reverting back to a formal address in an attempt to calm the girl, who appeared ecstatic about the situation.

      “You did not have to, Celia. I can see for myself you hold an affection for him. But I must warn you, his taste in women has never been for someone of your tender years. I would hate to see you hurt.”

      “Adrian would never hurt me,” she rebutted in his defense.

      “Adrian, is it?” Miranda said with a smirk of satisfaction. “Does he know you care for him?”

      “I– I asked him to wait for me when he left Hollystone Hall. I can see for myself my gesture meant little to him given he brought a lady to the wedding reception.” Celia snapped open her fan and waved it before her flushed face. She prayed it concealed her crestfallen features, though clearly the lady standing next to her had seen enough.

      “Adrian can be a brute when it comes to matters of the heart. Why, he berated me for months about that little incident that caught me… unaware of what was truly going on around me.” Miranda’s cheeks flushed as she apparently relived the memory of her brother’s scolding, or perhaps, of her own behavior at the masquerade ball at Hollystone Hall.

      “Little?” Celia asked, her brows rose at the audacity of the woman next to her. “If I may be blunt, Miranda, you were lucky to come away with your reputation intact. Even I know the Marquis of Aldridge is not someone to trifle with, let alone to expect a proposal of marriage from.”

      Miranda had the decency to appear contrite. “Yes… well… I suppose you have that correct. Still… I never thought I would hear the end of Adrian’s babbling about finding me a proper husband. I have in no uncertain terms told him I will wed when the right gentleman with a title crosses my path. I will settle for nothing less.”

      Celia regarded the woman, who was several years older than her. “Love tends to find you when you least expect it. What if the perfect gentleman happens by, and he does not have a title but is perfectly respectable in every other way?”

      “A gentleman with a title,” Miranda repeated, “and nothing less. I refuse to be the only one in my family without one.” Her lips snapped shut as though she had also closed her mind to any other possibilities.

      “I hope you find him, then, Miranda,” Celia said. “Everyone deserves to find someone to love and titles tend to get in the way of finding true happiness.”

      “Including you
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