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Chapter One

 


“Who is she?” Rayne St. Cyr, Marquess of
Seaford, discreetly pointed out the slender blonde standing on the
edge of the crowd of young debutantes. Despite the pastel sea of
high-waisted, flounced gowns, she stood out in pale
pink.

Geoffrey Tharcourt, Viscount of
Meres, peered in the
direction of his gesture and chortled. “The blonde chit? Ah, the
Ice Princess. Phrased behind her back, and perhaps to her face, I’d
wager. Frustration, ya know.”

The lovely young woman most certainly
didn’t fit in with her
chattering peers, appearing aloof and disinterested, even at a
distance. Rayne wondered if she was as captivating up close. His
unavailability didn’t make him blind. Nor had it interfered with
innumerable liaisons and arranging for two mistresses over the past
years. As he’d recently returned to England, he supposed he might
turn his attention to acquiring a third.

“Why the nickname?” he asked.

His friend lifted a shoulder.
“I suppose it’s because of how
she freezes any man who ventures too close. Word is out that her
father forced her to have a Season, and she isn’t making the best
of it. Several have made an attempt at an offer, but she spurns
them. One wonders what lofty ideals—or aspirations—she
holds.”

“And her father has no influence?” St.
Cyr’s curiosity was piqued. Young women of marriageable age weren’t
often given the choice of their husbands, despite the more recent
trend toward so-called love matches. Bah. His upper lip twitched in a faint sneer at the
thought.

“Seems not. He sent her to London with a
relation as a chaperone, a widow of some repute who mingles with
others and neglects her charge.” Tharcourt narrowed his eyes at St.
Cyr. “I’ve not known you to show an interest in the misses on the
marriage mart.”

St. Cyr had to admit to that true fact,
but now he was home, his
doting mamma had upped her battle to see him leg-shackled and
fathering at least one son before she left this earth. Not that his
mother was ill—she had simply decided to use another weapon at her
disposal. And he really had no excuse. He’d been affianced since he
was a child, something he hadn’t spoken of because his father had asked him to be selective in
sharing.

In truth, he’d hoped for some miracle to intervene and see him
free to marry someone of his choice—or preferably, not at all. Thus
far, he’d managed to avoid the marriage trap, the years passing by
without a pause or nod to the institution. But now he’d attained
the title—the result of his brother’s death—the pressure was on
with each passing year.

Perhaps now was the time to
enlighten Tharcourt, and
in turn, face facts. “My bride was chosen while nearly in the
cradle, old man. I suppose I’m holding off,” he admitted. Speaking
his settled future out loud tasted sour in the back of his
throat.

Tharcourt’s eyes widened in shock before his broad face lit
up and creased with a smile. “I never thought I’d see the day! And
right before me! An arranged marriage!” He frowned. “Why such
secrecy?”

“Don’t announce the bans as of yet, sir.
I’m merely feeling the weight of my remaining parent’s insistence
and weighing the pros and cons of when to set a date.” But he
supposed he had to accept that couldn’t be too far off.

“But why—”

“Perhaps we can adjourn to
a space where my personal life won’t be shared
with all and sundry,” St. Cyr interrupted. “My return to London has
already been noised about, and I don’t enjoy being the
center of attention quite as much as
some.”

“Of course. Of course. But I have a
desperate need to know the lady’s name.”

Holding back a sigh, he leaned closer to
his friend and murmured
his bride’s particulars, adding, “I haven’t seen her since I was
about ten or eleven, and we visited Essex. She was a tottering,
mewling little thing.” A tiny, blonde sprite of an infant with a
determined will, in actuality, who had inspected his prepubescent
self with the unabashed regard of the very young. But in the nearly
two decades that had passed, he
hadn’t spared her a thought.

Unholy glee washed over Geoffrey’s features, and his eyes
sparkled. His mouth opened and shut with a snap. “Come along, St.
Cyr. I can’t wait for our enlightening chat.”

Caution pricked, and he stared into the
other man’s face. “I
don’t trust that look, Tharcourt.”

With a chortle, Geoffrey waved him along. “Just a joke.
I’ll soon let you in on it.”

They worked their way through the crowd,
abandoning the relatively calm place by the pillar, although St. Cyr continued to
gauge his friend’s behavior as the
other man spoke quietly, for his ears alone.

“So, you’re not in search of a filly from
this herd. Not unlike seeking out the perfect piece of horseflesh.”
Tharcourt’s love of the four-legged creatures was legendary, as was his breeding farm. St.
Cyr’s own prize stallion, Corbie, hailed from that
locale.

“I doubt any of these young ladies would
care to hear themselves compared to horseflesh,
Geoffrey.”

His friend glanced around, still grinning, and nodded. “Quite
so. I’d do well to remember that. Can’t marry a horse, though I’d
wager a mare is more easily trained and the better partner. Break
them to bridle and saddle, feed and water them well after exercise,
and no fripperies required. A touch of the crop manages any
outbursts, as well.”

St. Cyr burst into laughter. Tharcourt
would also be likely to
find a country lass in time who wouldn’t take umbrage to his
notions, and Rayne concurred with the reference to training one’s
life partner. He was pleased with his life and was set in his ways, despite his relatively young age.
But then, unexpectedly inheriting the title before thirty tended to
mature a green lad if he had the makings of a Marquess—and Rayne
St. Cyr had taken on the challenge without a blink, at least on the
outside.

He, at intervals, missed his father and loved his mother,
but the weight of said title was a burden he’d never have envied of
his brother, except Charles had succumbed to injuries suffered in a
ridiculous duel over a female—his intended! Another reason to
eschew the vagaries of the heart. He closed his eyes against the
thought.

And, with a wry grimace, he wondered if
Geoffrey might be better suited to the girl chosen for him. St. Cyr
disliked London, but was
he suited for the country life? He no longer knew but supposed it didn’t matter. He had his responsibilities,
and while the stewards he’d set in place before his sojourn to
India were competent in running all of the family’s interests, it
was indeed past time he stepped in.

“Are you gathering wool, St. Cyr?”
Tharcourt tapped his forearm and drew Rayne from memory lane,
giving him a tug to follow along.

“Must be the stifling air. All those
flowers.” Like the sickening, cloying grip of so-called romantic
love. How had his dear brother been so misguided? He shook his
thoughts back into order, refusing to become maudlin.

“Indeed. We should make our way to the card
room, passing the marriage mart on our way,” came the irreverent
reply. “’Twill give me, at least, a chance to assess the herd up
close, seeing as you’re shackled.”

Both men chuckled, although St. Cyr
quickly brought himself under control, his mood now blackened by
the thought and acceptance of impending nuptials.
His
impending nuptials. Mother’s
urging aside, he was in his prime, and it seemed none of the men in
his family was
long-lived.

He considered the fanciful thought that
his father had arranged this marriage—St. Cyr being the
spare—against exactly such circumstances. His parent had been
nothing but cautious yet
surely not able to predict the future. Cursing inwardly at his
increasingly sinking mood, he quickened his pace.

It had been a mistake to attend tonight,
even though he’d wanted
to spend time with Geoffrey. Rubbing shoulders with the rest of the
ton over the past weeks had only served to remind of his
responsibilities. And, indeed, sharing his betrothal with his
friend made it all the more real—and unavoidable.

His stint on the Peninsula, followed by
the lucrative stab at trade in India, had left him with a distaste of England and the ton.
In truth, he’d never have returned home if not for the title
dropping around his shoulders like the yoke on an ox. But needs must.

The group of young women tittered and sent
furtive glances in their
direction as he and his friend moved slowly through the throng
toward the card room. St. Cyr tried to find humor in Tharcourt’s additional sotto-voiced comments, although
no true gentleman should be acting thus.

He covertly studied the covey of women
and worked harder than
ever at concealing a smile. Indeed, the brunette with the slightly
protruding teeth resembled an ill-tempered horse, and many of the
fillies looked poised to demonstrate their gaits, but his gaze was
drawn, once again, to the slender blonde. This close, he peered to
take in the finer details of her features. She glanced their way,
passing over Geoffrey with no obvious reaction before their stares
collided.

He wasn’t a poet, and nor had he ever attempted to write a sonnet,
but if he had, it was unlikely he’d find the words to describe the
lady’s eyes. Blue seemed insipid. There were hints of blue, yes,
like the sky on a hot summer’s day, but something more vital
colored those gorgeous orbs.

He came to it, even as he stared back, willing her to drop her
gaze, seeking surrender from a woman with whom he’d yet to exchange
a word of conversation. Gentian violets. That stunning purple-blue of those lovely little
flowers showing through the meadows in the spring.

She unsettled him, even as
her look turned frosty,
and she stared elsewhere, dismissing him as majestically as any
queen. The Ice Princess. He could see how she came about having
that title conferred upon her, yet there was intelligence there,
and mayhap some carefully banked fire.

At length, he and Geoffrey entered the card room, and St. Cyr
congratulated himself on risking but one last look in the Ice
Princess’s direction. Nearly as interesting as the front view, and
he perused her form. Slender, but with a backside that filled out
her gown nicely, just as her breasts swelled over the neckline, and
she had long, blonde curls styled to fall over the creamy skin of
her shoulders. He speculated that wealth of hair would reach to her
narrow waist if left to its own devices, and his fingers itched to
slide through the silky strands.

Lowering his voice, his friend asked, “Why the
secrecy?”

Rudely yanked from his speculations, St.
Cyr cast his mind back to the reason for
Tharcourt’s query. “The
arranged betrothal? My brother was the heir, as you know. And
affianced at the time of his death, as well. It’s the way of our
family, but my father kept his reasoning close.” And
maintained control, even in death. It chafed him
badly.

Geoffrey winced. “I’m sorry about Charles. Truly. You were away
when his demise occurred. I was unable to share my
condolences.”

“It’s been some time, Tharcourt. But I
thank you.” He cleared his throat—and tried to do the same with his
memory—the pain and guilt surrounding his brother’s death never far
from the surface.

No one seemed aware of the truth behind the duel, and there
was no point in uncovering the scandal. The girl had made a fool of
his brother, and Charles had seen a smirch on the family honor
where there wasn’t one. Then he’d paid the ultimate price, and
Rayne might have stopped it had he not mustered out.

“In any event, I too was—am—betrothed. I
never thought much about it, until of late. Life has been …
full.”

Geoffrey nodded. “Indeed. But now you’re settling down. And with a
most interesting bride.”

Rayne stilled. Was the Lady Emma of similar ilk as Charles’s
intended? What was his friend hinting at? Had his father erred
again?

“How is it that you know her?” His bride
rusticated two days’ drive away, in the country. And Geoffrey had
no call to visit Essex to Rayne’s knowledge.

“She’s beautiful. And has an excellent
dowry, which compensates for her … lower social position. Your rank
will alleviate that nonsense.”

“Excuse me?” He peered at his friend. The
Lady Emma was a Baron’s daughter. Her parents were country folk,
but that was no strike against them, particularly when London and
the ton weren’t in their purview.

“The Ice Princess. She’s
beautiful.”

The change in subject bewildered him, but
nonetheless, he replied. He supposed he could scoff or
minimize, but he decided
to speak the truth. “She is. And hopefully with some spirit beneath
that cold air.” Wincing, because his unintended reference was all
Geoffrey needed to discuss fine horseflesh yet again, he held up a
hand and added, “Don’t go on about horses, Tharcourt.”

“Interesting you’ll be the one to thaw her,
then. Or at least attempt the task. Mayhap find that
spirit.” Tharcourt’s eyes
were again twinkling, his lips twitching up at the
corners.

“What are you going on about?” Why were
they discussing the lovely blonde? He was more interested in
knowing how Geoffrey knew his
bride-to-be.

A smothered chuckle escaped
Geoffrey’s mouth before
he spoke. “The Ice Princess and Lady Emma Newmark are one and the
same.”

He stared, shocked. “What?”

Tharcourt smiled beatifically. “It’s been an evening of firsts,
Rayne. I can’t say as I’ve enjoyed myself as much in a very long
time.”

That icy beauty was Lady Emma Newmark? His Lady Emma? The aloof blonde who hadn’t cared to
spare him anything more than a glance—if a challenging one? Had she
recognized him? No, there had been nothing to denote recognition in
her violet gaze.

But what was she doing in London, at a ball? A red haze blurred
his vision at the temerity. Betrothed young females did not
frequent such occasions, at least not without their parent in close
proximity. He conveniently ignored the fact Lady Emma had been of
marriageable age for the past four years, languishing while he
lived his life. That was a man’s prerogative.

“She’s near as on the shelf,” his friend
echoed his thoughts. “Good thing you aren’t waiting. Best to have a
young wife to ensure one’s heirs, though some of my best broodmares
are the mature gels.”

Again with the horseflesh. St. Cyr shook
his head to clear it. “I’ll thank you not to refer to my future bride as a
mare.”

His body hardened at the thought of having
her in his bed, melting that ice, taming the fire he intuited beneath her untouched
surface. His intended, his bride-to-be. If he’d known
earlier, known
he’d feel that intense draw
toward her, perhaps he’d have hastened home to England that much
quicker. He immediately dampened his ardor.
No woman would be allowed such influence—Charles should have
attested to that. And there remained the puzzle as to why she was
enjoying a Season.

Chuckling, seemingly oblivious to Rayne’s inner turmoil,
Geoffrey replied, “If you could have seen your face.” His brows
drew together. “It does present a question, though, seeing as she’s
having a Season…”

“No need to wonder. I’ll soon determine the
reason.” He stood, straightening his waistcoat. “If you’ll excuse
me, Tharcourt?”

“Hah. Off to make her acquaintance? Sort
things out, as it were?”

Another wave of resentment
colored St. Cyr’s thinking. His betrothal was a
business arrangement, nothing more. It was no misfortune that his
bride was lovely and doubtless trained in the management of a home,
but he wouldn’t pretend softer feelings. And she likely wouldn’t
expect them. Her parents would have explained her role.

His thoughts tumbled over one another
as his emotions warred.
He was being contrary, he knew, but he detected manipulation,
doubtless by Baron Newmark,
which he resented viscerally. The man had overstepped, and the
apple rarely fell far from the tree. No woman would gain the upper
hand insofar as he was concerned.

“Actually, I’m going to speak to my mother.
Inform her that her status will soon change to Dowager.” That
should silence his parent and perhaps distract from any unnecessary
pomp and circumstance when it came to the actual
marriage.

And if it didn’t, he would prevail. The sooner he and Lady
Emma were wed, the better. He had a great deal of work ahead of
him, and their marriage of convenience need not interfere with
that, aside from the anticipated pleasure of the
bedding.

“Soon?”

“If you’ll be my second?” he asked of his
friend.

“Second? You’re not engaging in a duel,
Rayne. But I’ll stand up with you in front of a vicar.”

“I’ll let you know the date.”

“You don’t mean to address Lady Emma here?
Tonight?” Geoffrey’s face creased with disappointment. “Would you
deny me some scandalous entertainment?”

St. Cyr saw no need to share his
intended—or her
reaction—with anyone. Not even Tharcourt. Perish the thought of the
gossip it would spark. And if he had his way, the Ice Princess
wouldn’t be gracing London much longer. “I’ll speak to Baron
Newmark following the visit to my mother.” And confront that man
with his finagling, if such was the case, and the lady
also.

“Bah.” Tharcourt shoved
to his feet. “I dislike these events. I came for you, Rayne, and if
you won’t give the ton a reason to wag their tongues, then I’ll
take my leave as well.” A wink accompanied his griping, and St. Cyr
remembered how the other man was all talk and meant no real
affront.

Geoffrey wouldn’t wish any embarrassment or humiliation on any
person, least of all a lady. Besides St. Cyr, of course. And
friends tended to chirrup at the others’ misfortune—unless it was
dire. In that event, their loyalty and support would be
palpable.

“I’ll send you a message,” he promised.
Meantime, he’d absent himself, hopefully before news of his return
reached his betrothed’s shell-like ears.

 



Chapter Two

 


Emma watched the two gentlemen pick their
way toward the front door of the massive dwelling. She wished she
could leave the crush as easily, but her Aunt Hilde would hate to hear of it, in that
she was taking full advantage of the night’s
entertainment.

She couldn’t blame the woman. A widow and a poor relation at
that, not even a real aunt, perhaps a cousin many times removed,
she was at the mercy of her husband’s relatives. Emma liked Aunt
Hilde for her warmth and kindness, pleased her father had denoted
the older woman as her chaperone, but she truly wasn’t interested
in the balls and soirees she was forced to attend.

Quite suddenly, her father became most insistent that she have a
Season. Not to seek a husband, but to become comfortable with the ton and learn how best to comport
herself in these events—so he said. Of course, she obeyed him. What choice was there?

It was the additional pressure of avoiding the would-be
suitors that drew her down. And garnered her the nickname of Ice
Princess. The other young women she kept company with both liked
and hated her for her attitude. Some were pleased with the lack of
competition, while others saw her as acting above them.

“What are you looking at?” Miss Diana Hesse
squinted in the direction of Emma’s stare, and she hurriedly
transferred it to the refreshment table.

“I can’t find Aunt Hilde.”

With a titter, the petite brunette turned away, uninterested.
“I swear she’s the worst chaperone, Emma. Not that you’ve exhibited
a whit of interest in the gentlemen, and none have been successful
in tempting you for hardly a dance, let alone a stroll.”

Emma didn’t bother to comment, instead safely transferring
her gaze back to the two gentlemen, now very close to exiting.
Truthfully, studying the one gentleman, the intense, handsome one
who had clearly attempted to elicit an inappropriate response from
her earlier.

Very unlike the usual pandering
approaches she’d become
used to fending off, his stare had both assessed her and promised a
certain something she lacked the experience to interpret. But her
woman’s intuition spoke to nothing proper. That wasn’t to say it
hadn’t moved her in an unladylike manner, and she wrestled with the
sensation.

Wrenching her attention away, she declined
to catalog
his features and recall
his somber—if
expensive—wardrobe or what it lovingly encased. It was unlikely
she’d see him again, and if she did, her response could only be the
same. Ignoring the leap of … connection.

She was promised to another, not that her
betrothed had yet deigned to
collect on that promise. Perhaps he never would, and she’d languish
on the shelf—and be forced to act the Ice Princess at these events
forever. A spinster, enduring her father’s disinterest and lack of
regard, forever. In that instant, she decided to turn her attention
to somehow dissuading her parent, should he insist on another
Season.

And if spinsterhood were to be the case,
Emma wished to leave her
family home for a cottage by the sea, where she might live out her
years in relative peace and quiet—without the children she coveted
well past a husband. With no siblings, no mother, and a neglectful
father, she yearned for a family more than
anything. In a small village, she might be allowed the opportunity
to teach the young—

“There you are.” Aunt Hilde popped up at
her elbow and beamed widely. “It’s been a marvelous time catching up with my friends.”

Like each and every time they
attended an event, Emma
thought, before returning Hilde’s smile. She tried to ensure it
didn’t reflect any of the envy she experienced, having no friends
locally, and it being unlikely she’d be cultivating any here soon.
“I haven’t moved from this spot all evening, Aunt.”

“Oh. Well. Then perhaps you’d like to
mingle. I could introduce you—”

“What I’d like to do is go home,” Emma
interrupted, speaking as gently as she could.

“Now?” Hilde cast a covetous look toward
the group of matrons gathered in the far corner. “I see. Well, if
you’re certain…”

They made their way to collect their
capes, and Emma asked a footman to advise their driver to retrieve
the coach. The thought of returning to the depressing townhouse her
father had rented nearly gave her pause, and the glum appearance of her aunt’s face
stirred her guilt, but this ball wasn’t a place to be, either. She
couldn’t dance, with the exception of the reels, and the copious
amounts of ratafia her dwindling would-be suitors plied her with
irritated her stomach.

If she had to attend the social whirl, Emma longed for a
taste of champagne and the daring steps of the waltz, although her
potential partner’s visage remained fuzzy in her mind. If Jerome
was alive… She banished the thought before it took root. In this,
her father was correct, there was no sense dwelling on the past.
She suspected it was because it brought him pain, the loss of his wife, her mother, a
taboo subject.

“Did you enjoy the evening?” asked
Hilde.

“It was fine,” she replied, her automatic
response. “Did you?”

“Oh, yes. And I’m grateful to accompany
you, dear.”

The flicker of guilt grew into a
conflagration, but she doused it. Hilde had been snatched up her
first Season by a husband who seemed perfect. She’d enjoyed years of balls, soirees, and
the opera amidst blissful love, from all accounts, before he was
killed in a carriage accident. Regrettably, there were no children
from their union, but at least her aunt had wonderful memories.
Emma was ashamed to acknowledge she was tired of Hilde reliving her
life through her,
and resolved to be
kinder.

“It’s thoughtful of you to chaperone me,
Aunt. I know my father appreciates it. But we’ll soon be returning
home.”

Hilde’s lips pulled down at the corners. “But you haven’t… I
mean… Well, I’d have thought you would find London more to your
taste.”

“Father wanted me to have the experience,
but I don’t care for it as you do,” she said gently.

Brightening, her aunt said,
“Well, there are still a few
weeks to go.”

Stifling a groan, Emma allowed the footman to help her into
the carriage, taking the seat facing backward in deference to Hilde’s traveling nausea. She stared out the
window as the horses surged into motion, her glance skimming the
gentlemen making their way to their own conveyances or to where
their horses were stabled. Her mind flirted with the memory of the
man whose gaze had collided with hers tonight, thinking of how her
aunt had been made happy by perhaps one such as him.

She’d had a
hint of happiness before Jerome went away, a tantalizing appetizer
of that fickle emotion after his
father bought his commission in the army. Her next-door neighbor, the boy she grew up with and worshipped, had
died on the Peninsula. Not that a future with him had ever been
voiced.

For a time, in
her childhood, she’d surmised Jerome was the one she was promised
to until corrected in no uncertain
terms by Father. Her burgeoning tendre had been crushed beneath the
boot heel of reality, long before she thought to share it with the
young man who had been such a close friend. Clearly, their union
would have brought nothing of note for her father, who coveted land
and money. He’d been able to pay for his rank, after all.

“Are you
thinking happy thoughts, Emma?” Hilde’s query made her blink.

“Just thinking
about growing up on Father’s estate.”

“You love your
home.”

Did she? It
was a familiar place, for certain. And it hosted many good
memories, but equally sad ones. She wasn’t inclined to discuss
anything of the sort with Hilde, fully aware the older woman
reported everything back to Father. “I suppose I do.”

“I’ve come to
like it as well. It’s not London, but Jonathon was good to take me
in.”

Emma
straightened her shoulders. There was no sense in being maudlin,
and she needed to be less impatient with her aunt. Hilde was making
the best of her lot, and so would she. If St. Cyr decided to claim
his bride, she would face that change in her life with equanimity.
There were many things she might learn from her aunt and those
among the ton. Everyone had something to teach another, even if,
sometimes, it was not to assume airs and behaviors.

For example,
that man tonight had created an
interest of a sort she hadn’t experienced before, and it would do
well to examine her response. It wasn’t something she could discuss
with her friends in the country, but if she couched her
conversation in careful terms, perhaps her aunt would provide
insight.

“How did you
know your husband was the man for you?”

Hilde’s brown
eyes widened, and one feathery brow crept higher. Then a gentle
smile curved her mouth. “He asked for a dance. I’d been approved
for a waltz, quite early in the Season, and it felt so daring. I
accepted, thinking my midsection would rebel with its fluttering until his hand closed around mine.”
She gave Emma a sharp glance. “I don’t know that I can describe it
to a maiden, but a strange tingling traveled upward from his touch. It was curious. Soothing
and … pleasing.”

Emma
recognized evasiveness when she heard it but made no reference.
Pleasing somehow failed to encompass a sensation she had no
other words to describe—and from a mere glance. “It sounds very
romantic.”

“It was.
Indeed. Percival courted me from that night forward, and within two
months, spoke for me. We married within the year, and he made me
very happy. And I, him.”

Hilde leaned
back on the cushion and stared dreamily out the window, as Emma
considered her words—and the gentleman at the ball. There surely
could be no harm in thinking about the man, just as she
periodically remembered Jerome, and as most of the young women of
her acquaintance apparently indulged in silly fantasy.

Jerome had
been fair-skinned, with a shock of blond hair and bright blue eyes,
sunshine to the gentleman currently occupying her thoughts.
He was the dark of night. Ebony locks ruthlessly restrained
in an unfashionable queue, with no loosened strands to soften the
high cheekbones and chiseled lips
set within a bronzed complexion.

The startling
contrast of his golden eyes, fringed by impossibly thick, black
lashes, doubtless caused many a woman’s gazes to linger on his
face, and Emma found she was counted within that number. She
wondered if he was truly dark in
nature or if he chose to project that particular demeanor.

Jerome had
still retained the vestiges of boyhood—not so, the gentleman
tonight! He was a man in his prime. It appeared her interest in the
opposite sex covered the entire spectrum of looks or at least the opposite ends. Interest that would never be reciprocated. A
tiny sigh escaped her lips.

“You are
tired,” Hilde observed, a sympathetic tone in her voice. “We are
pulling up now, Emma. Ginny can arrange for a soothing bath.”

“I’m fine,
Aunt. And the servants won’t be asked for any such thing. It’s
late, and most will be abed with an early morning rising in their future.” Sometimes Hilde
acted as selfish and entitled as the women Emma had encountered
socially in London.

“Of course,”
the older woman murmured, casting her stare at the floor. “You make
a wonderful mistress of your father’s home. Much like your
mother.”

Emma
understood she was the spitting image of her deceased mother,
though her spotty recollections were of a sweet-faced, gentle woman with soft hands and violet
eyes. Nothing like the hoyden Emma had been as a young girl,
according to those who knew her then.

But, her
hoydenish spirit under wraps, she indeed ran the Baron’s homes, now
in London and on the estate, even if all her directions and
inquiries were buffered by his steward and other servants. It was
doubtful her father recognized her value—or her gentle
machinations. He preferred she remain in the background, as though it caused him
discomfort to see her.

The house was
in relative darkness when they gained the entry, although the
servant who served as both butler and footman pulled the door wide,
allowing the light from the hall to spill out onto the steps. He
took their cloaks with a smile and hustled out of sight with the
heavy yards of fabric.

Emma called
her appreciation after him and bid her aunt a good night as they
parted ways in the hall. She hated to wake her maid, hoping the
older woman had caught a few winks in the interim, and quietly
entered her bedroom.

Ginny sprang
up from her seat on the diminutive loveseat. “Good evening, my
lady. Was it a nice ball?”

Emma couldn’t
remember a time Ginny hadn’t been at her side and, for a moment,
wondered about the age of her servant. Lines and wrinkles creased
the other woman’s face, but her blue eyes shone as brightly as
ever, and her chubby form remained upright with nary a bend in her
spine.

“Much the
same,” Emma said, hearing her cynical, weary tone before forcing a
smile. “I can’t wait to climb into bed.”

“Then, we’ll
see to it right away.” Ginny efficiently divested her of her gown,
dispensing with the fastenings, and lifting the material free.
“There’s water to wash, a might cool, but I can freshen it for
you.”

“It’ll be
fine.” Emma washed as the maid put away the dress and brought a
nightgown over.

Comfortable
with her short stays and chemise, she sat to allow Ginny to remove
the pins and flowers from her hair, noting the faint pink of the
seed pearls that matched her gown. She’d come to despise the
pastels all the maidens wore, longing for the richer colors she preferred. The ones that made up her
country attire.

“Was there
anything of note tonight?” Ginny’s hopeful expression spurred Emma
into a sparse description of the venue and the fashions of the
evening.

“So, you
didn’t meet anyone new?” the older woman asked.

An instant
vision of the dark gentleman leaped to mind, but she shook her head. “I expect there
were many individuals there I have never met, but my acquaintance
is kept to the hostess and the other young women I’ve come to be
familiar with. And
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