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Her Lady to Love

Country mouse Lady Honora Banfield arrives in London
with one mission: to catch a husband. A perpetual wallflower, she’s
going to do whatever it takes to win a proposal from London’s most
eligible bachelor, including teaming up with the most popular (and
least proper) woman in London.

Miss Jacqueline Lockhart is having too much fun in
her sixth season to ever consider settling down, even though she’s
been unsuccessful at mingling with the upper echelons of London
society.

When Lady Honora agrees to exchange invitations to
the most exclusive events in return for Jacqueline’s introductions
to eligible gentlemen, neither expects their friendship to ignite
passion. Nora and Jacquie begin an affair with the strict
understanding that it will end once Nora is married, but as a
proposal becomes more imminent, choosing between a conventional
life without love, or certain ruination if they stay together,
isn’t as simple as it seems.
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Chapter One

London, 1813

 


Miss Jacqueline Lockhart stood at the edge of the
ballroom with her dearest friend and only true confidante, Miss
Beatrice Everson. At twenty-six years of age, and two weeks after
having her heart broken, Jacquie knew to the bottom of her very
soul that she had never looked better. She could only hope that
everyone else could see it too.

She realized that she was snapping her fan back and
forth, faster and faster. Although all she wanted to do was toss
her dance card aside and flee the scene for yet another evening of
wallowing alone in her bedchambers, she had made a promise to
herself when the footman announced her arrival at the ball. This
would be the night that she proved to herself that she could move
on from love lost.

The woman who had destroyed her happiness was here
somewhere tonight.

So although her nerves had her wanting to worry the
edge of her lace sleeve and fuss with the pearl combs in her curls,
Jacquie refused to fidget and reveal her discomfort. Instead, she
relaxed into a careless pose and slowed her fan to a languid
flutter. She knew from long experience that the gentlemen found a
mix of pertness and affected boredom irresistible. Right now, her
bruised ego craved nothing more than to feel adored.

“Oh, Beatrice, is it possible that the dancing is
even worse here than it is usually at these events?” she
sighed dramatically, her voice pitched high enough to be
overheard.

Beatrice’s laugh tinkled out above the din, and
several interested men drifted their way. She waved her fan and
smiled at them while she spoke to Jacquie. “You would know, my
dear. I vow you haven’t sat out for a dance all season. You’ve had
your choice of men around you at every turn.”

Their eyes met as they shared a secret smile.
Jacquie’s heart swelled with gratitude. Bea would always be there
for her and would never let her down.

A well-dressed aristocrat wandered over to them and
bowed. “Miss Lockhart, I could not help but to overhear your
comments on the quality of dancing tonight! It must be my
heaven-sent duty to entertain an angel such as yourself and to
prove that there is some hope for the evening yet.” He twirled her
away for a rousing country set.

Jacqueline loved to dance. Her popularity had been
assured since her first season by her graceful twirls, teasing
demeanor, ready smiles, and wit. The betting books in the
gentlemen’s clubs were always full of wagers placed on which lucky
man would win her heart. In six long London seasons, no man had
been lucky enough to win three dances in an evening, a precursor to
an engagement, but many men boasted that they were the one, and
this was the year.

Jacqueline was not unaware of the gossip, and many
times she laughed with her friends about her eager swains, knowing
that she did nothing to encourage them toward serious thoughts of
matrimony but that they were ever ready to try, try again.

In truth, sometimes it was a little exhausting.

Tonight, it was excruciating.

She hadn’t been to a single social event since that
terrible night that her lover had told her it was over. Lydia, the
widowed Countess of Straund, had sat her down in her charming
townhouse with its charming bedroom and revealed with a charming
little laugh that it had been merely the thrill of having a widow’s
freedom that had pushed her into the arms of another woman.

Tonight, she meant to show Lydia—to show
everyone—that she was in demand, popular as ever. London was
still at her feet. She was worth it all. The countess had made a
mistake, but the mistake hadn’t been their love. It had been giving
it up.

Her maid had spent an age making sure that she looked
like perfection tonight. But although a beautiful gown and
sparkling jewels and inviting smiles could fool everyone around her
into thinking that nothing was wrong, it couldn’t erase the
knowledge that she had spent hours sobbing into her pillows that
afternoon. The beginnings of a headache started to throb at her
temples.

The dance ended and she took her place again at the
edge of the ballroom beside Beatrice, who shook her head.

“If you truly don’t want him, Jacquie, you could save
him for those of us who do!” she exclaimed, her eyes following the
man who was leaving the ballroom for the card room. “Only one set
he wanted to dance, and with you. Lucky, lucky you, but unfortunate
are the lonely ladies of London!”

Jacqueline sighed, tired of the charade, though they
had only arrived at the ball an hour ago.

Bea’s face was serious. “I mean it. If you aren’t
interested in him, you don’t need to encourage him.”

This was not the reaction that she had expected. Bea
was not an uncritical friend, but she had been there every moment
for her during the past few weeks, listening to her endless tirades
about lost love and heartless harpies, stroking her hair and drying
her tears. She had thought that tonight of all nights, Bea would be
sympathetic to her.

Stung, Jacqueline snapped, “Oh, the marquis doesn’t
want me—and you know perfectly well that I have never encouraged a
man to anything more than a dance.”

Beatrice smiled while her eyelashes fluttered at the
nearby men with practiced effort. “Say what you will, my dear, but
haven’t you the least interest in snaring a husband now? Your
future could be settled with the merest snap of your fingers. You
could forget all about Lydia.”

“You know I don’t want to wed,” she said, evading her
gaze.

“What you want is not always the best thing for you.”
Beatrice’s tone was flat, and her eyes held a warning that
Jacqueline had never seen before. Or perhaps she just had never
noticed before. “The countess is just the most recent in a long
line of heartbreaks. Aren’t you tired of it? Maybe it’s time to put
aside dalliances and flirtations.”

Jacqueline’s eyes narrowed. “I loved her. And
besides, you never minded being a dalliance,” she said.

Beatrice shook her head. “What we had together was a
pleasurable pastime. And I enjoyed every moment of it, as you well
know. But it’s not the real world, is it? Isn’t it time for us both
to look to the future? And doesn’t that mean marriage?”

She gasped. “If you wish to wed, you are more than
free to do so! I have certainly never prevented you nor discouraged
you!”

It was true that she never thought much about the
future. Why should she, when there were so many amusements and
diversions in the present moment? If she ever stopped to consider
it, she had thought that neither she nor Beatrice would ever move
on to marriage.

She supposed that had been naive.

“If you want the marquis, marry the marquis. He is
nothing to me.”

“But you are more than nothing to him,” Beatrice
retorted. “You take up the air in a room, Jacqueline, and you don’t
even notice it. Men are drawn to you long before they pay me any
mind. How do you think you end up with very best looking men every
time, when you don’t even care for them?”

“That is rubbish, Bea,” she said. “You are beautiful,
and you never lack for dance partners or escorts to the opera or
rides in a gentleman’s curricle! If you have decided to marry, then
marry you will—and I promise to make sure that you marry
well.”

Jacquie reached out and squeezed her hand, a flash of
pure love welling out from her heart. Perhaps they could console
each other tonight. Forget about the countess, forget about
weddings. They could take comfort in each other’s arms, as they had
done countless times before.

Beatrice squeezed back, but after the briefest moment
withdrew her hand. “You see? These dalliances must end, and I must
turn my eyes to others. I will never find a man to marry if I am
distracted by what has always been between us.”

For the first time, Jacqueline was struck with
astonishment. They had been youthful lovers, kissing during stolen
moments at their finishing school, then in a burst of excitement
and passion during their first season. Every moment seemed so
intense, so overwhelming, so very grown up—and their love had
sizzled and burned bright. But after the first year or so, they had
turned to being only occasional lovers while maintaining a close
friendship.

Jacqueline had never imagined a time where they were
not casually interested in each other. A pang of loss ran through
her, a loss that she had never anticipated and thus it hurt all the
more.

Beatrice smiled. “Don’t look so forlorn, Jacquie! I
said I wanted to marry, not move to the Americas and never see you
again!”

The moment broke and they laughed together.

They were still laughing when Sir Phineas Snow
sauntered up to them. Jacqueline beamed at him, her spirits
brightened. He had an air of fashion that had young men forever
aping his cravats and older men taking note of the height of his
heels, which made him just the sort of friend she wanted most to
see tonight. Surely he could entertain her with gossip and distract
her from heartache.

“What’s the news, fair ladies?” he drawled in
greeting. “Please tell me anything and everything. I am laid low
with ennui and need to borrow your good cheer.”

Jacquie tapped his arm with her feathered fan. “Sir
Phineas! We were just laughing about the odds of us ever visiting
the colonies. Beatrice says she thinks it will never happen, but I
say, bring on the adventure!”

He smiled. Jacquie had never once met a man who
sparked her interest, either romantic or carnal, but she could
understand the masculine appeal every time he smiled like that.
Even though it had been out of fashion for decades, he was fond of
affixing a beauty mark below his left eye, and when he smiled it
drew attention to his beautiful eyes. He had a way of looking at
someone like they were the only two in the room.

“Sir Phineas! Lud, what is this? Darling, you know
I’ve told you to call me Phin almost since the very day that we
met. So formal you are tonight!”

He drew his hand up above his eyes, pretending to
scan the ballroom. “Where is my lighthearted Jacquie who can down a
bottle of champagne and challenge a man to cards?”

She bit her lip and cast her eyes down, feeling the
weight of her failed relationship press down on her again.

“Our dear Jacquie is mourning love lost,” Bea
said.

Jacqueline shot her an annoyed look. She smiled, and
Jacquie knew her well enough to understand that this was
retribution for their argument over the marquess. Beatrice was
loyal, but Jacquie was well acquainted with her selfish streak. She
always wanted to win a point, whether or not they agreed that they
were playing a game.

Phin idly unlooped the handle of her ivory fan from
her slack wrist and started fanning himself. “A love affair gone
wrong! I knew I had not seen you in recent weeks, my dear. I was
pining for your presence. Were you holed up in your chambers all
this time, wailing and rending your frocks? Do tell all.”

“There is not much to say, Phin. I was involved with
someone. And now that person has moved on to someone else.”

Jacqueline made a move to grab her fan, but Phin
scowled at her. “It’s bloody warm in here. Let a man cool down, my
dear.”

“It was the Countess of Straund,” Bea piped up. “I
think she was rather a bore.”

Jacquie fumed. Bea had stroked her hair just the
other evening and had agreed that the countess was quite the most
intelligent woman in London.

Phin snapped her fan closed and tapped her on the
hand. “You shall find yourself another lover soon enough.”

“I don’t want another lover,” she said, hating the
petulance in her tone. “I am done with love.”

He twinkled down at her. “My dear, those are the very
magic words that will guarantee that love is not yet done with you.
Love can present itself to you whether you are looking or not. In
fact…look before you! A potential lover awaits.” He wiggled his
brows.

Jacquie laughed. “It matters not how many times you
make the same offer. Many apologies, my dear friend, but my reply
is never going to change.” She patted him on the arm.

Beatrice rolled her eyes and tossed her brown curls
over her shoulder. “Phin, if you’re going to bother us, then make
yourself useful, please! Bring me a suitor—I wish to marry this
season.”

He bowed again. “My dearest Bea, your wish is my
heart’s desire. I present…myself.”

“Phin, I am serious! Are you never so?” Bea
tittered as Phin spun her around and then kissed her hand.

He looked down his nose at her. “I am serious, dear
Bea. I make no frequent offers of my hand in matrimony. In some
circles, I assure you that my name has value enough to be sought
after. But the offer is on the table only for the duration of
tonight’s ball, so are you quite sure that neither of you want to
become Mrs. Phineas Snow of Sudbury?”

Wrinkling her nose at him, Beatrice replied, “I
assure you, I do not want to become your wife! Honestly, Phin.
You’ve slept your way through half of the ton—and you make
your money at the gambling tables.”

“You wound me, Bea,” he said, pressing his hand to
his heart and shaking his head. “Only half the ton?
You have not been paying attention to my exploits at all, have
you?”

She ignored him and tapped her finger against her
chin. “I think I am looking for someone younger than you. Certainly
richer. And titled.”

He pulled a face in mock outrage. “And when did you
become such a snob? Just because I am not of the peerage doesn’t
mean that I don’t have impressive attributes to offer.” He winked.
“And I do mean impressive.”

Jacqueline gave him a push. “We have established many
times that you are not the man for either of us, you shameless
flirt. Now—do you have any leads for Beatrice? Any lord would do, I
would think.”

“Now you aren’t paying attention, Jacquie!”
Bea scowled at her. “Not just ‘any lord’ will do for me. You are
quite forgetting rich. I have had enough of saving my pin
money for dresses and would very much like to move on to larger
coffers to suit my spending habits.”

Beatrice smoothed her mint green silk dress over her
hips and twisted to admire the way it clung to her. Jacqueline felt
the old familiar tug of desire deep inside her. Sighing, she
reminded herself to focus. She needed to remember that Bea no
longer wanted to go down that same path with her.

“You would look all the rage in rags,” Phin told her
with every appearance of sincerity. “But I can understand the need
for money.” He readjusted his diamond encrusted cravat pin with a
smirk.

He frowned down at them. “In fact, both of you should
be looking for the best possible match. Jacquie, my love, have you
set your cap for anyone this season? It would be just the thing to
distract you from your romantic entanglements. Nothing kills the
idea of romance quicker than sitting across from a gentleman every
morning eating kippers and speaking of nothing but hunting
pheasants and fixing the tenant’s broken fence.”

She pursed her lips. Her parents were forever urging
her to wed, but she was far from ready to settle down with some
tedious lord and raise a brood of tedious children and get together
with a group of tedious matrons for tea and commiseration every
week. Surely her parents would understand and grant her one more
season to enjoy herself, wouldn’t they?

Her parents had been content for years of waiting in
vain for a nobleman to offer his hand in matrimony to their only
daughter. But this season, Jacquie sensed their patience was
wearing thin. A mere mister would have never been considered worthy
of her hand in previous seasons, but her mother’s flights of fancy
could change that notion at any moment, as it did with most
things.

From across the room, Jacqueline could see her mother
gossiping with her gaggle of friends. She gave her a little wave.
Her mother either didn’t see her or didn’t care to pause her
conversation to acknowledge the greeting, and she straightened her
spine.

“No, this will not be the year that I marry,” she
said. “We shall busy ourselves making Bea’s dreams come true. I
will have to make do with the society of friendship.”

Phin raised a brow. “If you won’t consider marriage,
then a dalliance must be what you need, darling. You need a woman
in your bed to get over the countess.”

Dear man, she thought. He was the only one besides
Beatrice who knew of her amorous exploits with other women.
Jacqueline enjoyed flirting with men though they held no romantic
interest for her, and she had a certain reputation among society
matrons for being fast—she did like to sit at the gaming tables and
laugh too much and drink too many glasses of wine. She suspected it
was why she was never invited to the highest of highbrow events,
and why many women in society ignored her at the events that she
did choose to attend.

The opinions of the sticklers of society never
bothered her. London was large enough to find plenty of other women
who were happy to pay a great deal of attention to her. Cautious
about whom she invited to her bed, she took great care with her
secret and was proud that no one in society seemed to guess at her
proclivity for a beautiful woman.

Beatrice snapped at a passing footman and took a
glass of wine for herself and for Jacquie. “Here you are, dear,”
she said as she pressed the glass into her hand. “Of course you can
get over Lady Straund, and you don’t need another lover to mend
your heart. Just let time heal your wounds.” Her dark brown eyes
shone with concern.

Again, Jacqueline felt the pull between them. It
would be so easy to be drawn into Bea’s embrace tonight. It was
always easy between them. So unlike the wild passion she had shared
with Lydia. Her hateful words rang through her ears.

She willed herself to forget about Lydia and tossed
the contents of the wine down in one unladylike swallow. She could
hear a group of debutantes behind them titter at her, but she
refused to blush. Let them think what they would and judge her!

She took Bea’s wine and gulped it down as well,
feeling a delicious warmth spread through her. “I have no thoughts
of love, my dears, whether it’s some old lord warming my bank
account or a lovely lass warming…other things.”

Phin gave her a doubtful look.

“There will be another woman out there for you one
day, if you don’t wish to turn your focus on marriage now,” Bea
said.

“Perhaps I don’t want anyone, ever again.” Narrowing
her eyes, she reached out for Phin’s wine glass, but he moved it
away.

“Now, now, my little pullet,” he cooed. “Keep your
wits about you. Bea is right. Another woman is what you need right
now to distract you.”

She sighed. “I am telling you, I don’t want
anyone. Please do let me enjoy the season alone. I want to
picnic with the Anderson twins on a warm day like we did last year,
and I want Mr. Monteroy to take me out in a rowboat again at his
estate where he always throws the very best parties with the
wittiest people, and I want to play endless rounds of cards with my
pin money. Is it so very much to ask?”

“Yes,” they replied in unison.

Phin took Jacquie’s arm. “This is nothing that can’t
be fixed by dancing,” he declared, and in what felt like the blink
of an eye, he whisked her away to join the other couples on the
dance floor.

“You’re going rather fast,” she gasped, half
breathless with laughter and exertion. “Phin, do be careful! I
value my feet, even if you don’t seem to!”

He grinned and continued to maneuver her with purpose
among the dancers, sweeping them from one corner of the ballroom to
the other. After the first set, Jacquie saw why he had been so
careful in their destination.

Heartless, faithless Lydia was on the dance floor
with a middle-aged man, laughing up at him, clutching his arm like
a lifeline.

Jacquie had known that she was engaged again—this was
the real reason that Lydia had broken off their affair. But it was
one dreadful thing to know of the engagement, and quite another and
much more appalling thing to see the pairing in the flesh. Lush
beauty dancing with an old moneyed beast.

“Phin, I am not ready to see her again,” she
whispered, plucking at his arm with nerveless fingers. “We need to
leave the dance floor. Now.”

His hand clamped down on her own. “If you don’t want
a new lover, then what you need is closure with your old lover.
Look at her and remember why she is not good enough for you.”

“She was the one who parted ways with me,” she
pointed out.

“But that does not mean that she is in the right, or
that you should have stayed with her.”

The second set started up again, and Jacquie felt
dizzy as she tried to keep her eye on the countess as she whirled
around in Phin’s arms. Lydia looked radiant tonight. She wore that
silky champagne-hued dress that Jacquie had last seen draped over
the chair in her sitting room. Jacquie remembered when that smile
had been directed at her, when that laugh had rung in her own ears.
Now they were aimed at some man who didn’t deserve her. Had he seen
that dress strewn on the furniture yet? Consumed by jealousy, she
was on fire to know.

Lydia caught sight of Jacquie, and her smile faded.
She looked away.

Jacquie could bear it no longer. She pressed her hand
hard against Phineas’s shoulder, but the dratted man was as
immovable as a rock. “Please, let us leave the dancing!”

Panicked, she pushed again with as much force as she
could muster, but then they were off balance, their limbs twisting
against each other, falling. It was no surprise at all when they
crashed into another person.

Jacqueline stumbled and, flailing, reached out to try
to secure her balance. She connected with a smooth arm and fell
against a beautifully endowed bosom. Her eyes flew from
lace-covered breasts mere inches from her face up to a cool pair of
gray eyes and a long narrow face. Her blond hair fell in gentle
curls to her shoulders.

Jacqueline straightened but kept her hand on the
other woman’s arm. It was so soft and inviting. She couldn’t quite
bring herself to relinquish it just yet.

Phin exclaimed, “My lady, I do apologize for falling
into you! I misjudged where I was swinging this enchanting armful
and I put us right in your path, where you ought to have been
safe.” He bowed to her. “Please tell me you are unhurt?”

“It is such a crush tonight,” she said, her voice
soft and cultured and captivating. “I was pushed as someone made
their way past me, and I ended up quite in your laps.” She inclined
her head at them. “As you can see, I am fine.”

Jacquie realized that she was still clasping the
woman’s arm, and she let go with a pang of regret. “I am so glad
that you are not harmed by our clumsiness. Please forgive me for
intruding upon your person in such a way!”

The woman wasn’t familiar to her, and she wondered if
she was new to society. One thing she knew was that wherever she
was from, if she had known what it would feel like to be thrust up
against her, she would have sought her out much earlier.

“Your apology is accepted,” the woman said. Jacquie
hung on her words, mesmerized by her voice. “I am certain I am to
blame. I should not have been so close to the dancing.” She nodded
to Phin after a moment.

Jacqueline hastily introduced herself and Phin.

The woman curtsied. “I am Lady Honora Banfield. It is
a pleasure to meet you both.”

She perused them in silence. Jacqueline thrilled
under her eyes, feeling awareness in every nerve. Her gaze felt
like a lover’s touch, sweet and heated. She took a deep breath and
exhaled only when she moved a step back. The teasing scent of roses
lingered in the air. Her perfume? Her soap? She ached to know
more.

“I don’t think there is any lasting damage to you,”
Lady Honora murmured. “You look well enough. Your hem is untorn.” A
faint smile touched her lips. “I can see just the faintest smudge
of dirt on your shoes from where I must have tread on them, Miss
Lockhart.”

Jacquie looked down. Her white satin slippers were a
little gray around the toe, but they would not have lasted beyond
the evening anyway, with all of the dancing she tended to put her
shoes through every chance she got.

“I shall leave you to the dancing. I do hope you
enjoy the rest of your evening.” She nodded at them again and
walked away, leaving Jacqueline with stars in her eyes and the
faint scent of summer roses lingering in her nose.

As soon as she was out of earshot, Phin grinned at
her and crowed, “What a success! That could not have gone better. A
new woman to set your sights on already. Don’t you think Lady
Honora had plenty of space to avoid us, though? Our hostess would
be lucky to have the gossip columns calling her ball the
barest squeeze! I wonder if she may have even let me push her into
you on purpose.”

Jacqueline shook her head and tried to clear the
image of the perfect woman away. “I won’t pretend that it was a
hardship to be against her, but I told you, I want nothing more to
do with women right now! I am quite off the market for even a
single heated look, let alone a kiss or more,” she said.

Phin said nothing but gave her a knowing smile.

She shook her head again and took his arm. “Now Phin,
let’s focus and arrange Bea’s hand in marriage to some eligible
bloke. That shall be a task to keep us all occupied, and away from
wayward thoughts of pretty women.”


Chapter Two

Lady Honora Banfield sipped watered down wine from a
crystal glass and watched Miss Lockhart and Miss Everson across the
ballroom, entertaining their bevy of gentlemen admirers. She wasn’t
a creature of impulse, but she was coming to the conclusion that
drastic measures would need to be taken in order to steal away a
suitor.

Nora had been overcome by a rare reckless fancy when
she had stumbled into Miss Lockhart. If only she had the nerve to
have parlayed the chance encounter into a dance with Sir Phineas.
He didn’t have the title that she was looking for, but this was the
third ball she had attended since her arrival in London, and she
was tired of sitting out for most of the dancing.

In most situations, she would have considered it the
height of mortification to bump into someone at a ball. But there
was something so intriguing about Miss Jacqueline Lockhart that had
glued her feet to the floor, instead of propelling her to scurry
away after a muttered apology. She radiated warmth and welcome, and
something cold and locked inside her had felt a little ease in her
presence.

Lingering against Miss Lockhart’s supple form had
felt shockingly immodest. She took another sip of her wine and
tried to calm her agitated nerves. She hoped it had appeared to be
an innocent encounter, no matter how she had felt while pressed
against her. Nothing could have prepared her for the warmth of that
hand on her arm, and the sparkle in those emerald green eyes from
such close quarters. She shook her head to try to clear the memory
away. After all, the odds of Miss Lockhart being interested in her
were slim, and she wasn’t in London to indulge herself. She
couldn’t let herself be distracted by a winsome smile.

Aunt Mildred swept by and swooped away her glass of
half-finished wine. All too accustomed to her aunt’s managing ways
to bother protesting, Nora merely quirked a brow. Then she saw the
answer to her unasked question appear in the form of a very
eligible gentleman indeed.

In fact, the handsome Earl of Sinclair was the answer
to many a woman’s earnest prayers. He was a commanding presence,
broad shouldered and dark eyed and blond haired. The earl was
considered to be the chief prize of the Marriage Mart, with
debutantes in every corner gossiping about his wealth and health.
And, of course, his above average dancing skills.

“Honora, good fortune is smiling on you if the earl
wants to ask for a dance,” her aunt declared. “Sinclair inherited
the title and the fortune a few months ago. Tragic story. He was
the younger son and a determined military man but had to sell his
commission and return to England once his older brother died from a
fever.”

The earl reached her side and bowed over her hand.
“Lady Honora,” he greeted her. “I do hope you have been enjoying
the evening.”

Aunt Mildred replied, “We have been very much
enjoying the ball, Lord Sinclair. The musicians are faultless, the
company exceptional.” She gave an imperious nod which was meant to
include him in the category of exceptional company. “Now that you
have deigned to grace my niece with your presence, the evening is
perfect.”

Nora wondered if it was possible to melt with
embarrassment. Her composure did not slip, but she couldn’t help
but glance at Lord Sinclair to gauge his reaction.

The earl wasn’t smiling, but he did bow again to her
aunt in acknowledgement of her effusive compliments. “What would be
perfect is if your niece would grant me a dance tonight,” he said.
“Dare I hope that you have an unclaimed set, my lady?”

In fact she had many unclaimed sets, and she
suspected that he already knew it. She had been in London society
for only two weeks and was far from the toast of the season. There
were many women younger and wealthier than she, and who did not
have her serious demeanor. Those were the ladies who were getting
the most attention on the dance floor, as well as ladies like Miss
Lockhart. Feisty, bright, teasing women who seemed easy to dance
with and easy to talk to.

Doubtlessly also easy to flirt with. Nora pushed away
the thought of flirting with Miss Lockhart.

She admitted to the earl with a lack of artifice that
she was free for the next set, and he led her out to the dance
floor.

“London air must agree with you, my lady,” Sinclair
told her as the violins started the dance.

If she was looking well tonight, she thought, it was
because she was still recovering from being pressed against the
incomparable Miss Lockhart.

“I have been enjoying tonight’s ball, Lord Sinclair,”
she said. Sighing to herself, she thought of Aunt Mildred and her
boundless ambition and added, “And of course, I am considering
myself lucky to have such a skilled partner on the dance
floor.”

Sinclair smiled. “I am the lucky one to have a
graceful partner such as you to dance with.”

Nora knew that her role as a prospective bride was to
be encouraging, flattering, warm, and receptive. All things that
she was not by nature. But though she was not good at flirting with
men, surely she could come up with something to say? She searched
her mind for a topic. “My aunt tells me that you were in the army,”
she said. “Thank you for your efforts against Napoleon. We are all
relieved to have brave men such as you fighting against the
French.”

Lord Sinclair smiled. “I regret to reveal that I
never fought against the Corsican. I have been stationed in the
East Indies for the past decade.”

Nora blushed. “Oh! But my thanks remain the same, no
matter where you served on behalf of our country.”

“It was a sad day indeed for me to return to
England,” he admitted. “I had wished nothing more than a happy and
long life for my brother. And to be truthful, I would have liked a
longer career overseas with my brothers in arms, instead of
settling into an earl’s responsibilities.”

“I am sorry to hear of your brother’s passing,” she
said. “There is nothing more important than family.”

He nodded. “Thank you, my lady. I appreciate your
kind comments.”

They danced in silence for several minutes. Despite
her nerves, Nora was surprised at how fast the half hour passed. It
had been her sole dance of the entire evening, and she didn’t think
she would gain another one as the ball was almost over. He brought
her back to her aunt and she felt a pang of regret.

“Thank you for such a graceful turn about the dance
floor, Lady Hannah,” he said as he kissed her hand and
departed.

Oh. Nora watched him nod to their hostess, and then
turn and bow over the hand of another wallflower.

Aunt Mildred noticed as well. “The Earl of Sinclair
is a man who understands his duty, Honora,” she declared. “A
certain lack of attention to detail doesn’t mean that he is not
interested in you. He is just doing his part to make sure that the
young ladies have a dance partner, which is to his credit as he is
in such popular demand. A kind man makes an excellent husband.”

But her voice lacked conviction.

“He is not so very interested in me that he bothered
to remember my name,” Nora said. But her voice was quiet, and Aunt
Mildred either didn’t hear her or was choosing to ignore any
criticism of a potential suitor.

It would be rather nice if this marriage business
could be arranged with expediency, Nora thought. She yearned
already to be back in the country. Perhaps the earl was always so
obliging with wallflowers, and she could seek him out at other
balls where he might feel compelled to dance with her again. Then
maybe he would become a dedicated suitor.

As far as plans went, it was not very convincing.

Aunt Mildred was studying her. “You need to face
facts, Honora. You are older than other debutantes and will need to
work extra hard to attract a husband. You have spent long enough in
the country.”

“Mourning is a suitable reason to delay a season of
entertainment,” she replied.

“Of course it is,” Aunt Mildred agreed. “But you
mourned for years, far longer than is customary.” Her tone
softened. “I understand why you stayed so long in Wiltshire. Do not
think me heartless, with no memory of your parents. I think of your
mother, my dearest younger sister, every day. But you need to think
of your future and not dwell in the past. You are already
twenty-five years of age. Your parents would have wanted you to be
well settled by now, and I am determined to see to their wishes
about this. I owe that much to my sister. Now is the time to make
sure that their hopes for you come true.”

Nora sucked in a shallow breath. Yes, her parents
would have wanted her to be happy and successful, and for most
women, that meant marriage.

For herself, she wasn’t so sure.

Her aunt continued to lecture her, but she stopped
paying attention.

The future she had always envisioned was marriage to
a nobleman, raising their children, in an idyllic country estate.
But a grand passion was never part of the dream. She feared she was
incapable of it.

She felt the stirrings of something interesting
indeed when she spied a pretty face and a pleasing figure. Nora had
never once been physically intrigued by a man’s presence, but many
times she had felt her heart leap or her belly tingle when she was
in the company of other women.

Several times, she had even known the pleasure of
that company in the bedchamber, alone with another woman who had
the same feelings. Nora wasn’t embarrassed to think of those
passionate nights, though she wasn’t fool enough to bring it up in
conversation. She knew that it wasn’t a common thing. But if she
could find companionship like that in the countryside of Wiltshire,
then it must be available to find everywhere. Especially in the
country’s capital.

She frowned as she watched the whirling couples in
the ballroom, beautiful women dancing in gorgeous flowing gowns. It
didn’t matter what she thought of the ladies in London. She needed
to concentrate on snaring a husband instead of wasting her time
thinking of women like Miss Lockhart. Her dowry was large, but she
needed to wed or it did her no good. Aside from the dowry, her
personal inheritance was the small country manor in Wiltshire, and
although she managed it well enough, it had not yielded a very
comfortable living in recent years. Still, she had been lucky that
her beloved country home was not entailed with the rest of the
properties that had gone to her cousin with the title five years
ago. It might be a living of genteel poverty, but at least she had
a home. She was grateful for her aunt’s help in bringing her out
into society, as she could never have afforded the expense by
herself.

“Honora, sometimes I despair of you. One would think
that it wouldn’t matter a jot to you whether or not you are invited
to the Countess of Marchfield’s ball next week! As if these events
didn’t hold the key to your very future.” Aunt Mildred shook her
head and gave her a gentle push. “Now, go make yourself useful and
fetch me a glass of negus.”

Nora made her way to the refreshment table, trying to
convince herself that moving at a glacial pace wasn’t quite the
same as dawdling. She refused to admit to herself that perhaps she
might be trying to avoid returning to the oppressive steel will of
her aunt, or the depressing reality of her unpopularity on the
dance floor.

She was concentrating on the grace of her walk. That
was a valid enough excuse, wasn’t it? One foot in front of the
other, gliding, no hint of a wiggle at the hip. It was the same as
she had practiced with her governess, with Homer’s Iliad on
her head. Sometimes she thought she would like to wiggle, just a
little. There were any number of fashionable London ladies she had
watched over the past two weeks who seemed born with a delightfully
attractive step, their nipped in waists and curving hips speaking a
silent language that she had never quite learned despite years of
very dedicated study.

The Iliad on her head had not been dusty from
disuse. She had been well schooled by her governess. But the
classics were not all that she pursued in the wilds of
Wiltshire.

No, she wasn’t wasting time by being the slowest
woman to ever fetch refreshment at a ball, which despite her
hostess’s best efforts, could not at all be determined a crush. She
smiled as she recalled her lie to Sir Phineas about the crowd
pushing her into their path.

A lady was meant to be admired, and after all, a
suitor could be watching her graceful progress and thinking of
paying court to such an elegant creature. Amused at herself, she
glanced around to see if any gentlemen had appeared.

No suitor was watching. Of course not.

She reached the refreshment table and busied herself
by nibbling on a sliver of dry cake. Nora frowned at the assortment
of wine while she waited for a footman to fetch a glass of negus
for her aunt. She would want it very well heated, she explained
tiredly to the servant, who had nodded and disappeared. She hoped
he wouldn’t be efficient so she could prolong the errand. Though
given the rest of the cold collation, she could understand if poor
service was a contributing factor to the lack of a crowd beating
down the door for entry to the evening’s entertainment.

She accepted half a glass of white wine as she waited
and was pleased to find that unlike her earlier glass, this wine
was full strength.

“I say, I very much like your dress,” a kind voice
said behind her right shoulder.

Nora turned her head to see a willowy vision of a
woman in an ivory frock. Thin blue silk ribbons crisscrossed her
bodice in a frilly mess of delicate fabric and seed pearls. Auburn
hair fell in bouncy waves well past her shoulders, and a smattering
of freckles danced across her pale face.

She held out her right hand and firmly shook Nora’s
in greeting. “I do not believe we have met,” she said
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