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      Kate Honeycourt was sitting on the floor of the priest’s hole when he arrived. The library door opened and she heard his voice, and her brother’s. She started, spattering ink over the page of her diary. James was here!

      Her gaze jerked down to the diary in her lap. I shall, of course, treat James as if my feelings go no deeper than friendship. That goes without saying. But why does it grow no easier? One would think, after all these years, that— The sentence ended in a splotch of ink.

      The voices became louder. Her secret hiding place had become a trap.

      Kate dropped the quill and hastily snuffed the candle. The hot wick stung her fingertips. She blinked and for a moment could see nothing. Then her eyes adjusted to the gloom. The darkness wasn’t absolute. A tiny streak of light came from the peephole.

      “—can’t offer you any entertainment,” her brother said.

      Kate rose to her knees in the near-darkness. The diary slid off her lap with a quiet, rustling thump that made her catch her breath.

      “I don’t expect to be entertained!” James sounded affronted. “Honestly, Harry, what do you take me for? You didn’t invite me. I invited myself!”

      Kate leaned forward until her eyes were level with the peephole. She saw her brother, Harry, the Viscount Honeycourt.

      “Don’t cut up stiff,” Harry said, grinning. “You’re always welcome. You know that.” He walked across the room to where the decanters stood. “Sherry? Scotch? Brandy?”

      “Brandy,” James said. He came into Kate’s line of sight and her pulse gave a jerky little skip. His back was towards her, but his tallness and the strong lines of his body were unmistakable. He ran a hand through his black hair and turned. Kate’s pulse jerked again at the sight of his face, with its wide, well-shaped mouth and slanting black eyebrows. His features were strong and balanced, handsome, but some quirk of their arrangement gave him an appearance of sternness. The planes of his cheek and angle of his jaw were austere. When lost in thought or frowning, his expression became quite intimidating. She’d seen footmen back away rather than disturb him. The sternness was misleading; anyone who knew James well knew that his face was made for laughter.

      Had been, Kate corrected herself. James hadn’t laughed during the past months and today his face was unsmiling. He looked tired, and as always when not smiling, stern.

      Kate clasped her hands together and wished she knew how to make him laugh again. She watched as he walked over to one of the deep, leather armchairs beside the fire and sat. He stretched his long legs out and leaned his head back and closed his eyes, his weariness almost tangible.

      “Your timing is excellent,” Harry said, a brandy glass in each hand. Late afternoon sunlight fell into the room. The crystal gleamed and the brandy was a deep, glowing amber. “My cousin Augusta has gone to Bath for two months.”

      James opened his eyes. “I count myself very fortunate,” he said, as he accepted a glass.

      “So do we!” Harry sat so that Kate could only see the back of his head, his hair as bright red as her own. “Well? Your letter didn’t explain a thing. What’s this matter of urgency?”

      Kate drew back slightly from the peephole. Should she cover her ears? Whatever Harry and James were about to discuss was none of her business. She raised her hands. To eavesdrop would be—

      “Marriage,” James said.

      Kate flinched. Her heart seemed to shrink in her chest. She’d known this moment must come one day, but that didn’t stop it hurting. James is getting married. She lowered her hands and leaned closer for a better view of the library.

      “Ah.” Harry settled back in his chair. “You’ve found a suitable wife?”

      James’s laugh was short and without humor. “No,” he said, and swallowed some of his brandy.

      “You want me to help you? Is that it?”

      James frowned at his glass. “My birthday’s soon,” he said. “You know I must marry before then.”

      Kate wrinkled her brow. What?

      “You could let Elvy Park and the fortune go,” Harry said in an offhand tone. “I’m sure your cousin would appreciate them.”

      James transferred his frown from the brandy to Harry. “Would you?”

      Her brother, possessor of an extensive estate and a comfortable fortune, shook his head. “No.”

      “Of course not. And neither will I. I’ll marry before my thirtieth birthday, but . . .” James rubbed a hand over his face and sighed. “I wanted— Oh, God, I know it sounds stupid, Harry, but I wanted what my brother had.”

      He didn’t need to explain what that was. Harry knew as well as she did: a love match.

      Her brother didn’t scoff. “It doesn’t sound stupid,” he said quietly. “It’s what I want.”

      It was what Kate wanted, too, but she’d given up hope of it years ago.

      James acknowledged Harry’s reply with a brief, bitter movement of his lips. He said nothing, but drank deeply from his glass.

      “Are you certain the will is legal?” Harry asked.

      “It’s legal.” James’s smile was humorless. “Edward tried to find a way around it, but the lawyers said there wasn’t one. And then he met Cordelia and it didn’t matter.” His face twisted. “Oh, God! If only he—”

      For a moment Kate thought that James might cry. The notion shocked her. Even after the tragedy last year, when a carriage accident had taken the lives of his father and brother and sister-in-law, she’d not seen James lose control of his emotions. His face and manner had been composed, but his eyes . . . She’d wept in the privacy of her bedchamber for the silent grief in his eyes.

      James shook his head, his expression bleak, and swallowed the last of the brandy. “I never expected to inherit Elvy Park and—and everything else. Never wanted to! But damn it, Harry, I’m not going to give it all away now that I’ve got it.”

      “No.” Harry sighed and got to his feet. He walked over to the brandy decanter. “More?”

      James nodded.

      Kate’s knees began to ache from kneeling on the hard floor. She shifted slightly and wished she’d brought a cushion in with her.

      “You’ve got two months to find a bride,” her brother said, as he refilled James’s glass.

      “Yes.”

      “So what the devil are you doing in Yorkshire?” Leather creaked as Harry sat down again. “The Season has started. You should be in London.”

      “Débutantes.” An expression of distaste crossed James’s face.

      “What’s wrong with débutantes?”

      James swallowed a mouthful of brandy. “You don’t get mobbed by them—and their mamas.”

      Harry laughed. “Of course not! I’m not half so well-favored as you.”

      Much as Kate loved her brother, she had to admit he was correct. Poor Harry had the Honeycourt red hair and freckles. James had no such flaws, unless the stern cast of his features could be called one. He’d always been handsome, but in his uniform, with his grin and his slanting black eyebrows, he’d been astonishingly so. She had heard—with no surprise—that he’d cut a swath through ballrooms in England and abroad, despite being a younger son with no title or fortune.

      That status was a thing of the past, as was his military career. James no longer wore a hussar’s colorful uniform. His riding-dress was somber-hued, the breeches dun-colored and the coat a dark brown. The clothes were elegant and expensive, as befitted an earl, but not dashing. Even so, he looked finer than any gentleman Kate had ever seen.

      James’s appearance wasn’t the only reason débutantes and their mamas sought him out, but Harry didn’t mention the earldom or the fortune. “What’s wrong with débutantes?” he asked again.

      “I could have my pick of a dozen of them,” James said, frowning at his brandy.

      “Only a dozen?”

      James looked up. His mouth curved into a reluctant smile. “All right, I could have almost any débutante I wanted.” The smile faded. “But I don’t want one.”

      “Why not?”

      “I don’t want a chit straight out of the schoolroom.”

      “Why not?”

      James shrugged. “They giggle too much.”

      “Nonsense!” Harry said. “A young and pretty miss would be just the thing.”

      “I can get young and pretty from an opera dancer,” James said, exasperation in his voice. “We’re talking about a wife.”

      “So?”

      “So, I want a wife whose company I can tolerate. Damn it, Harry, I’ll be spending the rest of my life with the woman. I want her to be someone I like!”

      “And you can’t like a débutante? Come on, James, that’s a bit steep.”

      “Remember Maria Brougham?” James asked, swirling the brandy in his glass.

      Kate had heard the name before, but she couldn’t recall the context. Harry clearly did. He nodded. “Those eyes,” he said. “That mouth. And her breasts!”

      “Yes,” James said. “Exactly. And look at her now. She’s become a regular Devil’s daughter. Poor Edgeton lives in terror of her tongue.”

      “She’s still beautiful,” Harry protested, while Kate realized who Maria Brougham was: the Duke of Edgeton’s wife. A woman with the figure of a Venus and face of an angel—and the sharp tongue and uncertain temper of a shrew.

      “Certainly,” James agreed. “But would you want to be married to her?”

      “No,” Harry said. He tapped his fingers on his knee. “I offered for her, you know.”

      Kate’s eyes widened. Her brother had offered for the waspish Duchess of Edgeton?

      James grunted as he looked at his brandy. “So did I.”

      Kate blinked, astonished. She wasn’t sure what surprised her most; that James had proposed, or that Maria Brougham had refused him. How could anyone refuse an offer of marriage from James?

      “She held out for a duke,” Harry said, his tone faintly resentful.

      James glanced up. A hint of a smile touched his mouth. “For which we should both be thankful.”

      Harry made a brief sound of agreement.

      James eyed him, and Kate watched as his smile widened. “I remember you fought a duel over her.”

      Harry cleared his throat. “Mmm.”

      “Some slur on her appearance. What was it? Her lips?”

      “Her eyelashes,” Harry said, shifting uncomfortably in his armchair. Kate stared at the back of his head. Her brother had fought a duel over the Duchess of Edgeton’s eyelashes?

      James grinned, and Kate’s breath caught in her throat. She hadn’t seen him look like that in a long time. “Her eyelashes.”

      “You fought a duel over a pair of boots.”

      James’s grin faded to a reminiscent smile. “So I did. I’d forgotten. Lord, what a young fool I was.”

      “And you broke Camden’s jaw over that opera dancer.”

      The amusement left James’s face. His features became stern once more. “Bella,” he said. “Yes, I did.” He looked at his brandy and swirled it gently in the glass. “He hit her, you know.”

      Harry nodded.

      “I liked Bella,” James said. “She was . . .” His voice trailed off.

      “Expensive.”

      James shrugged a shoulder. “Worth it.”

      “If you say so.”

      James looked up. His brown eyes seemed very dark and his mouth was almost smirking. “I do,” he said, and something in his voice made Kate’s cheeks flush hot.

      The library was silent for a moment, apart from logs shifting in the fire. Harry cleared his throat again. “So, not a débutante?”

      James’s face became blank. “No,” he said. “A woman whose character is formed. I want to know what I’m getting. I have no wish for a wife whose company will grow irksome.”

      “And you want my help. That’s why you’re here, isn’t it?”

      James looked at Harry. It seemed to Kate that he didn’t wish to speak. “No,” he said finally. “It’s not.”

      “Not?” Harry sat up straighter, his tone baffled. “What then?”

      James frowned past Harry at the wall. It was as if he stared directly at Kate. She shrank back in the priest’s hole.

      “I’m here because I want to marry your sister,” James said.

      Harry choked on his brandy.

      Kate jerked back, knocking over the candlestick. She reached for it desperately, blindly, and missed. The muted clang went unheard beneath Harry’s coughing.

      She knelt in the dark, unable to breathe, while the candlestick rolled across the floor of the priest’s hole. James wanted to marry her?

      “You want to marry Kate?” Harry said, when he’d regained his breath. “Why?”

      Yes, why? Kate leaned closer to the peephole again and looked at James’s face. There was a crease between his eyebrows. His lips were pressed tightly together.

      “Because I think we should deal tolerably well together.”

      She closed her eyes. No.

      “That’s no reason to marry,” Harry said.

      “I have to marry.” James’s tone was flat. “And I like Kate better than any other lady of my acquaintance. I know her. She’s not going to turn into a shrew on me.”

      “But you don’t love her.”

      For a brief, foolish second there was hope. James’s words extinguished it: “Of course I don’t.”

      “James . . .” Harry sounded worried. “You’re my best friend and I’d be pleased to have you for a brother, but—”

      “You think it’s a bad idea.”

      “I want you to be happy. Both of you. And I don’t know whether this . . .” Kate opened her eyes to see Harry shaking his head.

      “It’s the only choice I have left. Damn it, Harry, if it must be a marriage of convenience, then I want a wife I can tolerate.” James’s voice was hard and his expression would have sent a dozen footmen scurrying for cover.

      Tolerate. Something in Kate’s chest clenched miserably.

      “But would you be happy?”

      “Happy?” The word sounded bitter in James’s mouth. He shrugged. “Why not?”

      “Would Kate?”

      “She’d be mistress of Elvy Park. She’d have a title and a husband who respected her.”

      “Respect,” Harry said. He shook his head. “Respect is all very well, but—”

      “But?”

      “But . . .” Harry shifted in the armchair. Leather creaked. When he spoke, he sounded uncomfortable, embarrassed even: “Shouldn’t a happy marriage have an element of . . . of passion?”

      James’s mouth tightened. “Many women would prefer a passionless marriage.”

      Not I. Spinsterhood would be preferable to such a fate.

      Harry stiffened in his chair. “You don’t believe the marriage bed should be pleasurable for both parties?”

      James clenched his jaw. “Damn it, Harry, don’t lecture me!” His grip tightened on the brandy glass, becoming white-knuckled, and then his anger appeared to ebb. His face became devoid of expression. His voice, when he spoke, was flatly neutral: “You think I can’t give a woman pleasure, even if I feel no desire for her?”

      Harry put down his glass and leaned forward in his chair. “I’ve no doubt you can. But would you be happy doing so?”

      James lowered his gaze to the brandy. A muscle worked in his jaw. “One woman is like another in the dark,” he said.

      “You really believe that?” Harry’s voice was disappointed.

      James looked up. His eyebrows drew together in a savage frown. “Damn it, Harry,” he said fiercely. “What do you want me to say? I have to believe it!”

      Harry was silent.

      Weariness replaced the scowling anger on James’s face. “If I could marry for love, I would,” he said. “But my time’s run out, Harry, don’t you see? I have no other choice. I’ve thought about this seriously. I don’t love Kate, or desire her, but I like her. If she married me I’d see that she was happy; you know I would.”

      Harry sighed. “Very well,” he said. “Ask her. I don’t know what her answer will be.”

      James looked momentarily startled. “You think she’ll refuse me?”

      Harry shrugged. “She’s refused several offers.”

      “Really?” James’s eyebrows rose. Kate was stung by his surprise. Resentment stirred in her breast. He needn’t be so astonished. He wasn’t the only man to see some use in her as a wife. “Such as?”

      “Reginald Pruden proposed when she first came out.”

      “Pruden?” James laughed, but there was little amusement in the sound. “Dear God, no wonder she refused! The man’s a pompous ass.” He drank a mouthful of brandy and then shook his head. “Pruden.” His upper lip curled with scorn.

      “And . . . oh, there was Sir Thomas Granger, five years ago.”

      “Granger? Don’t know the man.”

      “You haven’t missed anything,” Harry said. “He’s a local baronet. Resembles a peahen.”

      The description should have made Kate smile—for Sir Thomas Granger did resemble a peahen—but instead she shuddered with memory of that proposal: Sir Thomas clasping her fingers with a plump, damp hand and leaning earnestly towards her, and then, when she refused him, flushing with rage and calling her a bran-faced dowd who set herself too high.

      James laughed again, a humorless sound. His voice held pity: “Poor Kate.” He looked at Harry and swirled the brandy in his glass. “Do you class me with Pruden and your baronet?”

      Harry shook his head. “Of course not.”

      “So why should Kate refuse me?”

      Why indeed? James Hargrave, Earl of Arden, was a prize on the marriage mart. His wealth and title made him one of the most eligible men in Britain. And he was handsome. He could have his pick of ladies. His offer was extraordinary.

      I should be flattered. Why, then, did she feel so wretched?

      Harry shrugged. “I don’t know. I’m just saying, she might. Kate has a mind of her own. You know that. She’s not some milk-and-water miss.”

      “She would have jumped at the offer eleven years ago,” James said, raising his glass to his mouth.

      Kate flinched at this comment. Hot humiliation rose in her cheeks. The memory of that girlish infatuation was hideous. It made her cringe to think of it.

      “Do you think she’s still partial to you?” Harry sounded surprised.

      “No.” James shook his head and swallowed a mouthful of brandy. “She treats me the same as she does you—thank God! Having Kate making sheep’s eyes at me all the time would be dashed uncomfortable.”

      Harry grunted agreement. His tone, when he spoke, was unexpectedly glum: “When will you ask her?”

      “Tomorrow,” said James, looking as if the brandy had left an unpleasant taste in his mouth. “Unless you have an objection?”

      “No.” Harry was silent for a moment. “I suppose I should wish you luck.”

      “Thank you,” said James. “But I doubt I’ll need it. Kate’s been on the shelf for years. Of course she’ll accept my offer.” His voice was even, toneless almost, and his face was without expression. He looked trapped, Kate thought. As trapped as she was in the dark priest’s hole.
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        * * *

      

      When the men had gone, Kate fumbled for the tinderbox and lit the candle again. In the flickering light she stood the goose feather quill in its holder and tried to blot the spattered ink. It had dried. The page was ruined. Not that it mattered; no one but herself would ever see it.

      Kate gathered the diaries together. There were eleven of them, one for each year she’d been using the priest’s hole. She picked up the earliest one and opened it at random. Her handwriting was young and unformed, the entry hastily written. He’s coming again. I am determined to treat him as if he is nothing more to me than an acquaintance. No one must know of my feelings for him.

      She closed the diary. She’d been seventeen when she’d written those words, seventeen and desperate not to make a fool of herself again. Her pretense had worked. James didn’t know, and neither did Harry.

      Kate made a pile of the diaries and sat looking at them. What was she to do? She was no longer in the throes of a foolish infatuation, stammering and stuttering whenever she spoke to James and blushing hotly if she met his eyes. That youthful passion had long since matured into something deep and lasting. She loved James, and would do so until the day she died. There was no other way it could be.

      He was going to ask for her hand in marriage. What would she say? What should she say?

      Kate touched her mouth lightly with a fingertip, imagining James kissing her. She wasn’t a complete innocent. She knew something of what the marriage bed entailed: kissing, and much more intimate acts. To do those things with James would be marvelous beyond anything—except that he wouldn’t really want to touch her. He’d do so because he had to, because it was his duty, not because he desired her.

      And why should James desire her? She was too tall to be considered feminine, and quite plain. The natural curl in her hair might be the envy of other ladies, but the color was a garish red and was accompanied by that worst of disfigurements, freckles. Looking as she did, it was inconceivable that any man would feel passion for her.

      Kate closed her eyes. She wanted nothing more than to marry James—only not like this, without his love. He’d said that one woman was like another in the dark, but he was wrong. He might be able to imagine away her hair and her freckles, but darkness couldn’t give her a voluptuous figure. He would touch her and, even if he couldn’t see her, he would know that she wasn’t the woman he wanted in his bed.

      She couldn’t do that to him. Or to herself.

      Kate opened her eyes. She reached out and picked up a diary. It was dated 1813. Three years ago. She flicked through the pages. James has sailed to Spain again with his regiment. I am so afraid . . .

      She closed the diary. Eight years he’d served in the 10th Hussars. She touched the calfskin cover lightly with her fingertips, tracing the date and remembering the changes she’d seen in him. It had been more than the uniform. He’d become quieter, more serious, although he’d never stopped laughing. The loss of laughter had occurred in the past nine months. Perhaps it had something to do with the action he’d seen at Waterloo, which she’d heard had been bad, but she thought mostly it was because of his father and brother. Grief could stop a person laughing, and so could responsibility.

      She wanted James to laugh again, and she wanted him to have a wife he loved. Not someone he could tolerate, such as herself, but someone he could love. Someone who would make him happy.

      When he asked her tomorrow, she knew how she would answer.
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      James was resigned to his fate. He’d realized a month ago that there was no hope of making a love match before his thirtieth birthday. It had been a bitter moment. There was nothing he wanted less than a marriage of convenience, but, equally, he didn’t want to lose Elvy Park. His world had seemed very bleak—until he’d thought of Kate. She wasn’t a woman he could imagine loving, but she was one whom he liked. She would make an excellent wife and the emotion that he felt now, on the morning of his proposal, should be relief. It wasn’t.

      Kate, he thought, as he fastened his shirt. One of the buttons came off in his hand. He stared at it and swore, a crude oath, from the stables. It made him feel marginally better.

      “Sorry, Griffin,” he said. “I’ve done it again.”

      The valet glanced up from where he was laying out James’s waistcoat. “I’m getting used to it, my lord.”

      James frowned at the button. It wasn’t the first one he’d pulled off this week. Damn, who’d have thought he’d be so angry? It wasn’t Kate’s fault. It was his father’s. He swore again.

      Griffin paused. “Another one, my lord?” he asked, in a startled tone.

      “No, no.”

      James stripped off the shirt and held it in his hand, the fine cambric clenched between his fingers. How could you do this, Father?

      He tossed the shirt on the wide bed. His eyes caught the movement in the heavy mahogany mirror and he glanced at his reflection. His face was dark and unsmiling. He ran a hand roughly through his hair. Of course Kate would say yes. Why should she refuse?

      He watched his jaw clench, and turned away from the mirror. Kate would be a fine wife. She had a clever mind and a good sense of humor. It was of no matter that he didn’t love or desire her. They would deal well together. It would be a better marriage than his parents’ had been.

      James put his hands on his hips and frowned at the room. It was decorated in shades of brown and gold. The brown suited his mood; the gold did not. He transferred his gaze to the waistcoat he’d chosen for this morning and told himself that he wanted to marry Kate. But in his heart he knew it was a lie. He sighed.

      “You’d prefer another waistcoat, my lord?” Griffin asked, as he brought a fresh shirt.

      “No.” James shook his head. “The waistcoat is fine.” The silk was cream-colored, subtly embroidered, and elegant enough for a proposal. He took the shirt Griffin held out and shrugged into it and began to fasten the buttons. This time he managed not to pull any off.
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        * * *

      

      He found Kate in the morning room. There had been a frost overnight, but the room was pleasantly warm. A fire burned in the grate and mild sunlight shone in through the windows. Kate sat at a rosewood writing table, her head bent and her expression solemn. The quill moved quickly over the paper. She was so intent on her task that she didn’t hear him.

      James paused in the doorway and thought, not for the first time, how like her brother Harry she was. She had the same freckled countenance and gray eyes, the same red hair. For some reason his mind wanted to compare her with Maria Brougham. It was a painful comparison, and not fair on Kate.

      He reminded himself that Kate’s looks weren’t why he wanted to marry her. She didn’t have the golden ringlets and pouting mouth of Maria Brougham, but what she did have was far more valuable. Her manner was calm and sensible and her conversation intelligent. And she liked to laugh. They would deal well together. There’d be no passion, but there would be respect.

      Kate turned her head and saw him. She started slightly, and James thought that faint color rose in her cheeks. He was reminded, horribly, of her youthful infatuation for him. He’d not been able to be in the same room as Kate without her blushing an ugly, livid red, and any attempt at conversation had been tortuous. She’d been unable to put two coherent words together.

      Kate glanced back at her letter and laid down the quill. James saw that ink had spattered across the closely written lines. “I apologize,” he said. “I didn’t mean to startle you.”

      Kate smiled and shook her head as she blotted the letter. “No matter.” There was no sign of partiality in her expression or tone, nothing more than friendliness.

      James decided that he’d imagined the faint wash of color in her cheeks. It had been a trick of the light, a reflected glow from the room’s rose-colored walls.

      “Did you wish to speak to me?” Kate finished blotting the letter. She turned in the chair and smoothed her gown over her lap. A delicate pattern was woven into the ivory-white muslin.

      Now that the moment had come, James found himself reluctant to make his offer. He walked across the room and halted beside the fireplace, his shoulders tense. He unclenched his jaw and made himself smile at Kate. She would make him a fine wife. She was no termagant, no silly chit who’d giggle at him and be frightened by his frowns.

      He cleared his throat. Kate’s face was freckled and alert. For an instant, gazing at her, he had the impression that she braced herself. He dismissed the notion as absurd. Harry had given his word not to inform her; she could have no idea what he wished to say.

      James realized that his smile had faded. His neckcloth felt too tight. He controlled the urge to loosen it and reminded himself that he’d faced worse moments than this. Briefly, the smell of cannon smoke and blood came to him. He pushed the memory aside. “Kate, will you marry me?”

      As a proposal it was blunt and abrupt, and he was instantly ashamed of his lack of eloquence. He could have done better.

      Kate’s expression became completely blank. “I beg your pardon?”

      James abandoned the fireplace. His gait was stiff as he crossed the room, his legs moving awkwardly. He sat opposite her on a silk-covered chair, tense. “Will you marry me, Kate? Please?”

      He wanted her to say Yes, but instead she asked: “Why?”

      “Because if I don’t marry before my thirtieth birthday, I lose Elvy Park and the fortune and—oh, almost everything except the title.” Anger and frustration bunched in his muscles. It took effort to keep his voice calm.

      Kate frowned at him. “That’s ridiculous.”

      James’s jaw tightened. He didn’t need to be told it was ridiculous. He knew.

      “Why?” Kate asked. “How?”

      “My father wanted grandchildren before he died.”

      Kate’s brow creased in confusion. “So?”

      “So he tried to force Edward to marry.”

      “How?” Kate asked again.

      “He wrote a will, leaving everything on the condition that his heir marries before his thirtieth birthday.” The words came out flat and without inflection. “If the heir . . . if I’m not married by then, I inherit the title and the old Grange, but little else. Not Elvy Park and the other estates, and not the fortune. Nothing that is unentailed.”

      “What?” Kate said. “That’s absurd!”

      “Isn’t it just?” he said bitterly. And, absurd or not, it had failed to serve its purpose; his father had died before seeing any grandchildren.

      Kate shook her head, staring at him.

      “It wouldn’t bother me to lose the title—I never expected it. But Elvy Park! I . . .” He paused and tried to find the words to make her understand. “I don’t think I could bear to lose Elvy Park, Kate. It . . . I love it.”

      Kate nodded, her expression sober. She said nothing. That was one of the things he liked about her, he realized: that she didn’t need to fill silence with chatter.

      “So . . . you see that I have to marry?”

      She nodded again.

      “So, please, will you marry me?”

      Kate clasped her fingers in her lap and shook her head. “No,” she said. “I’m sorry, James.”

      His first emotion was astonishment. His second was relief. His third was panic. “What?” he said. “Why not?”

      “Because I don’t wish to,” she said, looking past his shoulder at the fireplace.

      He blinked. “Are . . . are your affections otherwise engaged, Kate?” It was the only reason he could think of for her extraordinary answer.

      Her eyes came back to his face. “Otherwise engaged?” She shook her head. “No.”

      His astonishment and relief were replaced by pique. Kate was refusing for no other reason than that she preferred spinsterhood to marriage with him?

      She smiled at him. “But I’ll help you find a wife.”

      “What?” James said, in no mood to be humored.

      “I’ll help you find a wife. Tell me what you’re looking for.” She picked up the quill and drew a fresh sheet of paper towards her. Her head tilted at an enquiring angle.

      “Kate.” There was a bite of frustration in his voice. “I have less than two months left.”

      “I know,” she said calmly.

      James stared at her. He clenched his jaw. This morning was not progressing as he’d planned.

      Kate shrugged at his silence, and dipped her quill in the inkwell. “What sort of wife would you like?”

      Pique and panic combined to make him surly. He stood. “There’s no point.”

      She looked up at him. “I’m perfectly serious,” she said. “I know dozens of eligible young ladies. One of them is bound to suit you better than I.”

      He shook his head. “You would suit me,” he said, and he knew in his bones that he was correct. They had compatibility, which was as important as passion.

      Kate averted her head and put down the quill. “No.”

      James stared at her, and wondered how to make her reconsider her answer. Inspiration dawned. “We could go to Venice on our honeymoon.”

      Kate glanced back up at him, frowning.

      “Rome,” he said. “Florence, Naples, Capri.”

      Her frown deepened.

      “Greece.”

      “Honestly, James!” Kate shook her head, the frown giving way to laughter. “You can’t bribe me to marry you.”

      James sat down again. “What would make you marry me?” he asked. “Tell me, and I’ll do it.”

      Kate looked down at her hands. “I am a foolish romantic,” she said. “I shall only marry for love. I’m sorry, James.”

      James opened his mouth and then shut it again without speaking. There was nothing to be said. Neither of them loved the other and he couldn’t alter that. It was quite beyond his power.

      Kate smiled at him, an apologetic movement of her mouth. She picked up the quill. “So tell me, James, what is it you’re looking for? Does she have to be of noble birth?”

      His tone was heavy: “Kate, I really don’t think there’s any point.”

      “Two months is perfectly long enough to shop for a wife,” she said calmly.

      “Seven weeks,” he said.

      “Long enough.”

      “But—”

      “Consider Mr. Collins.”

      “Mr. Collins?”

      “Pride and Prejudice. Haven’t you read it?”

      James had. He narrowed his eyes. “Are you comparing me to Mr. Collins?” As he recalled it, that man’s courtships had been hasty and ludicrous.

      Laughter lit up Kate’s face. “Of course not.”

      James eyed her. She met his gaze. The amusement faded from her face, leaving it serious. Silence grew in the room. “A sense of humor,” he said.

      Kate blinked. “I beg your pardon?”

      “I should like my wife to have a sense of humor.”

      “Very well.” Kate dipped the quill in ink and began to write. The nib scratched swiftly over the paper.

      James watched her. His pique faded and some of his panic began to ease. He felt a glimmer of hope. Maybe Kate was correct. Maybe she could find him a bride who would suit him as well as she would—maybe even one he could feel passion for. Making love to one’s wife should be a pleasure, not a duty.

      Unexpectedly, the thought of making love to Kate slid into his mind. To his astonishment, James felt a faint stir of arousal. He frowned at Kate’s bent head. In the sunlight her hair was as bright as flame, astonishingly vivid above the ivory-white gown. He didn’t want to make love to Kate. Nothing was further from his mind. And yet the thought was in his mind and it brought a flush of heat to his body. How odd. He didn’t desire Kate, didn’t want her in his bed, didn’t—

      Kate turned her head and smiled at him. “What else?” she asked.

      “I beg your pardon?”

      “What else would you like in a wife?”

      James looked at her red hair and freckles. A degree of beauty would be nice, but he couldn’t say so without offending her. “She should be at least moderately intelligent,” he said. “I couldn’t bear a bird-witted wife.”

      Kate nodded.

      James watched as she wrote. He didn’t want Kate in his bed. Why, then, did the notion bring heat to his blood?

      He deepened his frown and concentrated on the list that she wrote. It was unsettling to have such thoughts in his head, and it was vulgar and discourteous to Kate. He didn’t understand it at all.
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        * * *

      

      Kate looked at the list once James was gone. It contained only four items. She frowned as she read them.

      Sense of humor.

      Moderately intelligent.

      Not straight out of the schoolroom.

      A gentleman’s daughter.

      The requirements were certainly adequate for a wife he could tolerate, but not for one he could love. Pretty, she wrote firmly on the sheet of paper.

      Kate stared at the list and sighed. Then she pushed it aside and began to think of names. With the London Season under way, the neighborhood was somewhat depleted, but quite a number of eligible young ladies were still in residence. She drew another piece of paper towards her. Miss Marianne Charnwood, she wrote. Miss Caroline Charnwood. Miss Eudora Wilmot. Miss Cecily Mornington. She chewed on her lower lip, frowning at the paper. Miss Dorothea Ingham. The Hon. Isabella Orton. Miss Olivia Bellersby. Miss Fanny Bellersby. Miss Amelia Hart. Miss Sarah Durham.

      Kate tapped the quill against her chin. She’d forgotten to ask James about his views on widows. Would he only consider a virgin bride? She added Mrs. Emmeline Hurst to the list and then laid down the quill, satisfied. The ladies met James’s criteria and all were prettier than she was. Any one of them would make James a suitable wife. She could begin showing him prospective brides this afternoon, starting with the Misses Bellersby. And tomorrow she could introduce him to Miss Ingham. And after that . . .

      Kate rummaged through the papers on the little writing table until she found the letter she’d been writing. It was spattered with ink.

      “Lizzie,” she said, under her breath. “I think I’ve found you a husband.” She picked up her quill and copied the letter onto a fresh sheet of paper. Dearest Lizzie, I know we had decided on June, but please tell me that you can make your visit earlier . . .

      Kate wrote swiftly. The sooner Lizzie received the letter, the sooner she could be here. And once James met Lizzie, how could he not wish to marry her? She was everything he needed. She was clever and sweet-natured and pretty, and she had a gift for laughter. She would suit James well. And more than that, she’d make him happy.

      Kate reread what she’d written and was satisfied that no hint of her intention was evident. She wanted James to be a surprise for Lizzie. “Fall in love with him, Lizzie,” she whispered, as she sealed the letter with a wafer. “And make him fall in love with you. Please.”

      She sat at the writing table for a moment, looking at the letter in her hand. Foolishly, she felt like crying. It wasn’t too late to change her mind. She could throw the letter and the lists into the fire and tell James she’d marry him after all. And they could go to Venice on their honeymoon, and Rome and Florence and Naples.

      Her mouth turned up in a lopsided smile as she remembered James’s attempt at bribery. He knew her well to make such an offer. London held little lure for her—after three tedious Seasons she had no great liking for the place—but Italy was another matter.

      To think of going there with James!

      Kate’s smile crumpled. Tears stung beneath her eyelids and gathered chokingly in her throat. She wiped her eyes with the back of her hand and swallowed and took a deep, steadying breath. Then she rang for a footman and gave instructions that the letter be sent by express. That done, she folded the lists and went upstairs to her room. She should find James and tell him about the Misses Bellersby this afternoon, but she couldn’t face him again so soon. Their interview had been harrowing. She’d learned not to wear her heart on her sleeve, but it was like walking on glass to be in the same room as James, to talk to him and pretend that she didn’t love him. Her head ached. She needed fresh air and to be alone.
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      James watched from the library windows as Kate came out of the trees on the far side of the lawn. Her hair was bright, even at such a distance. He frowned as he looked at her. He understood her aversion to marriages of convenience. It was an aversion he shared, having been witness to his parents’ miserable marriage. Not that Kate’s parents had been unhappy together—quite the opposite, in fact. The late Viscount Honeycourt and his wife had been devoted to each other. But theirs had been a love match.

      James watched Kate and frowned. He wanted a love match. He wanted passion. But . . .

      Passion was all very well, but a marriage couldn’t survive on passion alone. Respect and friendship were equally important, if not more so, and he had those with Kate. And despite her airy assertion, seven weeks was an alarmingly short time to find a suitable wife. Panic twisted beneath his breastbone. He should have bargained harder. Did Kate really think she was going to make a love match at her age?

      He looked at Kate across the stretch of lawn and made up his mind. Damn it, he was going to bargain harder. He could easily seek his pleasure outside the marriage bed. Many husbands did. London abounded with pretty opera dancers, the majority of whom possessed skills other than performing on stage. Quite startling skills, on occasion.

      James opened the French windows onto the terrace, smiling as he recalled Bella. Yes, an opera dancer would be just the thing. And there would be no disrespect to Kate. If he was discreet, she would never know.

      He walked down the steps and cut a tangent across the lawn. The grass had been shaved short by scythemen and was faintly damp beneath his boots. He kept his eyes on Kate. Her hair glowed in the sunlight.

      Kate’s step faltered when she saw him coming towards her across the grass. Then she altered her direction and came to meet him.

      “Isn’t it a beautiful day?” Her smile was wide and her cheeks faintly flushed with exertion. She wore a fur-trimmed blue pelisse over her gown, but had removed her bonnet and held it upside-down by the silk ribbons. The crown was filled almost to overflowing with spring wildflowers. He saw snowdrops and primroses and sweet violets.

      “Yes,” he said. “Kate, about my offer—”

      “I’ve made a list of suitable ladies.” Her tone was brisk and businesslike. She began to walk again. “We can start with the Misses Bellersby.”

      “The Misses Bellersby?” he asked, strolling alongside her.

      “Yes. They’re stopping by this afternoon.”

      “I see.”

      “Olivia is the elder and Fanny the younger. They’re very nice girls.”

      “I’m sure they are,” James said. “But Kate, about this list of yours . . .”

      “What about it?”

      “What if I like none of them well enough to marry?”

      “You will,” she said, in a tone that he thought was overly confident.

      “But what if I don’t?”

      “Well—”

      “A deal,” he said. “If I don’t like any of them better than you, then you agree to marry me.”

      Kate halted on the grass. “No.”

      “Please,” he said.

      “No.” Her tone was firm.

      James looked at her. The color had gone from her cheeks. Her face was pale. The freckles stood out quite clearly.

      “I know you want a love match,” he said. “But Kate, what do you think the chance is of that happening?” He regretted the words as soon as they were uttered. Too blunt, too cruel.

      He watched in shame as Kate flushed and her eyes dropped from his. “I know it’s never going to happen,” she said, her voice low and stiff.

      James’s sense of shame deepened. “I beg your pardon, Kate,” he said. “I didn’t mean to—”

      “No.” She shook her head, not meeting his eyes. “It’s the truth.”

      James raised a hand to loosen his neckcloth. He thought that he was flushing, too. His face felt hot. “Is . . . is spinsterhood more appealing than becoming a countess?” he asked.

      He was unsurprised when she answered: “Yes.” He’d broached the subject remarkably ill. James cleared his throat and tried again. “But, Kate—”

      “I’m happy,” she said, her tone defensive.

      “I know you are. But have you thought what will happen when Harry marries?” Kate would no longer be mistress of Merrell Hall. Harry’s bride would have that role, and while James had no doubt that Kate would always be welcome in her brother’s home, he thought she’d find her position awkward.

      “Yes. I have thought about it,” Kate said, raising her eyes and frowning at him. “I’ll take a cottage in the village. I’m not destitute, James. I’ll be perfectly comfortable.”

      “And who will you have for a companion? Your cousin Augusta?”

      Distaste flickered across her face. “No. I’ll hire someone.”

      “You could be mistress of Elvy Park,” James said, watching her closely. “The house is beautiful, Kate. And the park is one of the finest tracts of land in England.”

      Kate’s mouth tightened.

      “And there’s an estate in Somerset, and one in Cornwall. And a house in Mayfair.” He didn’t mention the old Grange, which, although it was entailed to the Arden heir, was an uncomfortable pile and not somewhere he’d ever choose to live. “And we could travel, Kate. Wherever you wish to go. Rome, Florence . . .” He said the names again, persuasively. “Capri.”

      Kate turned her head away.

      “Is that worse than spinsterhood, Kate?”

      “Of course not,” she said stiffly.

      “Then say you’ll marry me,” he said, looking down at her bright hair. “If no one on your list suits me.”

      Kate said nothing.

      “Please, Kate.”

      She met his eyes, still frowning. “Very well. But you have to give them a fair chance.”

      Relief made him almost light-headed. “You have my word,” he said, ready to promise anything. “Thank you, Kate.”

      She didn’t return his smile. She looked as if he’d backed her into a corner. Which he had.

      “Tell me about the Misses Bell-whatever,” James said, as guilt came on the heels of relief. He’d been no gentleman to force the agreement from her. He’d meant to coax, but instead he’d bludgeoned. It was nothing to be proud of.

      Kate’s face relaxed. “Bellersby. Olivia is twenty-one and Fanny twenty. They’ve never had a London Season although their father could easily afford it. He’s a widower and quite dotes on them. I don’t think he wants them to leave. Certainly, he’s not made the slightest push to see them married . . .”

      James listened to her description of the Misses Bellersby as they walked across the lawn towards the Hall. He was ashamed of his conduct, but his anxiety was gone. He’d view the ladies on Kate’s list and perhaps he would like one, but if he didn’t, then it was of no consequence, because Kate had promised to marry him. He glanced at her. It would be no love match, but they’d be comfortable together.

      Passion, he thought, frowning, remembering the odd stir of arousal he’d experienced at the thought of Kate in his bed. He shook his head. It had been an aberration, born of panic.

      Although . . . James looked at her more closely and was startled to realize that her profile was very fine indeed. He was so disconcerted by the discovery that he missed part of what Kate was saying.
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        * * *

      

      “So, are congratulations in order?”

      James looked up from the Gazette. Harry stood in the doorway to the library, his curly hair awry, as if he’d been dragging his hands through it.

      “Not exactly.”

      “What do you mean, not exactly?” Harry came into the room and threw himself down on a couch. The wine-red damask should have clashed with his bright hair; somehow it didn’t.

      James folded the newspaper and put it aside. The armchair creaked slightly as he stretched. “Kate wishes to try her hand at matchmaking.”

      Harry’s brow creased. “What?”

      “She has a list of eligible candidates for me.”

      “She does?”

      The expression on Harry’s face almost made James laugh out loud, something he hadn’t felt like doing in a long time. “Yes,” he said. “Starting with the Misses Bellersby, this afternoon.”

      “So . . . you’re not going to marry Kate?”

      “If none of the ladies on her list are suitable, then she’ll marry me.”

      “She will?”

      James nodded. “We have an agreement.” Which Kate wasn’t pleased with. He shrugged off his guilt. Chances were that someone on her list would suit him.

      “An agreement?” Harry’s eyebrows rose.

      “Yes.”

      Brass-headed studs trimmed the armchair’s leather upholstery. James rubbed a finger over them. He didn’t tell Harry that Kate’s first response had been refusal. It had been arrogant of him to assume she’d jump at his offer of marriage, as she would have eleven years ago, but he was offended that she preferred spinsterhood to marriage with him. It stung his pride.

      “Well,” said Harry, looking bemused. “Uh . . . well.” He blinked several times and then shook his head. “Would you like to go fishing this afternoon? I’ve nearly finished with Crake.”

      “Sorry,” James said, with regret. “I have the Misses Bellersby.”

      “Oh,” Harry said. “Right. Of course.”
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        * * *

      

      Harry took her aside after luncheon, before he returned to his study. His hair was standing on end, as it always did when he went over business with his steward, Crake. It gave him a deceptively frazzled air; Kate knew he enjoyed the sessions. Land management was Harry’s passion.

      “What’s this about you and James?” he said, frowning. His voice told her that he spoke as the Viscount Honeycourt, not her brother, Harry. It was a tone he’d perfected in the six years since he’d succeeded to the viscountcy.

      “I’m helping him find a wife.”

      “The Misses Bellersby?” Harry shook his head. “Kate, I don’t think James is going to marry a Bellersby.”

      “They’re perfectly amiable.”

      Harry didn’t disclaim this truth. He continued to frown at her. “James told me about your agreement.”

      “Oh.”

      “Will you really marry him?”

      “Only if I can’t find him a more suitable bride.” Kate made her voice cheerful. “And I shall!”

      “A Bellersby?” Harry shook his head again. “Certainly they’re amiable, but—”

      “They’re as suitable as I am, if not more so.”

      “Nonsense,” Harry said staunchly. His frown deepened. “Kate, are you certain you want to marry James?”

      “It won’t come to that.”

      “It might.”

      Kate shook her head. “I doubt it. But if it does, then yes, I think we should deal tolerably well together.” Too late, she realized she’d repeated James’s words, overheard in the library. She turned the subject. “I thought we could have the Charnwoods to dinner.”

      “The Charnwoods?” Harry narrowed his eyes. “You’re thinking of Marianne, aren’t you? Trust me, Kate, James is not going to want to marry Marianne.”

      Kate shrugged lightly. “There’s Caroline, too.”

      Harry observed her narrowly while the mahogany longcase clock in the hallway ticked the seconds away. His mouth twitched as if he struggled to hide a smile. “Very well,” he said. “Let us have the Charnwoods to dinner.”

      “Thank you,” Kate said.

      Harry shook his head at her. “What else have you planned, Kate? Tell me the worst.”

      “Well . . . I’ve asked Lizzie to come a little earlier.”

      “Lizzie?”

      “Miss Penrose.”

      “Miss Penrose?”

      “My friend from Derbyshire. She was coming in June. Remember?”

      “Oh,” Harry said. He blinked. It was obvious he’d forgotten. “Of course. Whatever you wish.”

      “And I thought . . . could we have a ball?”

      “A ball?” Harry frowned again.

      “Yes,” Kate said. “We haven’t had one since . . . oh, I forget when.”

      “A ball.” Harry’s brow cleared. “Why not? When’s the next full moon, Kate? Do you know?”

      Kate did. She’d checked. “Three weeks.”

      “Perfect,” said Harry.

      Kate nodded. It was perfect. With a full moon to light the country roads, they’d receive few refusals. “I’ll send the invitations out tomorrow.”

      “Good.” Harry nodded, and turned towards his study.

      “Only, there’s one thing . . .”

      He turned back. “What?”

      “Cousin Augusta. Shouldn’t we inform her that James is staying?”

      There was a long moment of silence. “Do you think we should?” Harry asked finally, slowly.

      “Well . . .” Kate twisted her hands together. “Are you certain that’s it’s quite . . . quite convenable for me to be your hostess? I know I’m as much an old maid as Cousin Augusta, only . . . I’m not so . . . so old as she is, and—” She bit her lip. “Do you think . . . will it occasion talk to have James staying?”

      “If I thought that, I would have asked him to put up at The Minstrel,” Harry said firmly. “None of our acquaintances could think there’s any impropriety. A friend of such long-standing! It’s perfectly unobjectionable. I’m here.”

      “But . . .”

      “Only a—a sapskull could imagine that Merrell Hall is anything but respectable!” Harry’s tone was hot. “And if they did, Yule would set them straight, or Mrs. Hedley!”

      Kate chewed her lower lip. It was true, the butler and the housekeeper would put tattlemongers right. “But—”

      “Dash it, Kate, you’re old enough not to need a chaperone!”

      “But . . . what about when Lizzie comes?”

      Harry’s reply was prompt: “You shall be her chaperone.”

      “Do you think it will serve?”

      “Yes,” Harry said firmly. “No one can take exception to it.”

      “But—”

      “Kate . . .” Harry sighed, a deep sound. He stepped closer and took hold of her hands. “If you truly want her back, I’ll send word to Bath.”

      “I don’t want her back.” Kate sighed, too. Merrell Hall, without Cousin Augusta and her spasms and vapors and incessant scolding, was a much nicer place. “It’s just that—”

      “Only think, Kate, we’ll ruin her holiday . . .” Harry’s tone was coaxing, his smile mischievous. He looked, for an instant, like a schoolboy and not a man who’d recently celebrated his thirtieth birthday. “She’s only been gone a week. It would be such a pity to call her back.”

      His shameless wheedling made her smile. “All right,” she said.

      Harry bent his head and kissed her cheek lightly. “Thank you, Kate.” He squeezed her hands before releasing them. “And if the old tabby cats say anything, ignore ’em. I shall!”
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      It was patently evident that the Misses Bellersby were sisters. Their hair was a similar shade of light brown and they both had dimples. The elder sister, Olivia, seemed the more intelligent of the two, but the younger one, Fanny, was the prettier. James smiled at them over his teacup and tried to imagine what it would be like to be married to either lady.

      The discussion was about novels. Not clever works such as Pride and Prejudice, but novels of the more lurid kind, gothic romances and tales of horror. The Misses Bellersby had brought back several they’d borrowed from Kate. The books lay on a table. James put down his cup and reached idly for one slim calf-bound volume.

      “And when the heroine was trapped in the dungeon, I vow I was so terrified I could scarcely breathe!” Olivia Bellersby exclaimed. “Fanny nearly fainted when I read it out to her.”

      Fanny Bellersby nodded, her blue eyes large with remembered fright. She shivered.

      “Are you afraid of the dark, Miss Fanny?” James asked. He thought he already knew the answer to his question.

      She shuddered and nodded. “Oh, yes.”

      He wondered what else she was afraid of. Many things, he suspected. There was an underlying timidity to her prettiness. Her blue eyes were as mild as her manner—and as unappealing. He must remember to tell Kate that he wanted a wife who wasn’t timid.

      He opened the book to a page at random and read the first few lines. The castle stood shrouded in mist on the headland, hunched against the elements. Wind howled like a thousand mournful phantoms, wailing their grief through the broken ruin, and cold fingers of terror clutched at Matilda’s heart. He snorted softly. Did Kate really read such rubbish?

      He chose another page, nearer the end. Matilda gazed upon the face of her beloved. Golden curls fell across Sebastian’s noble brow and his eyes were blue, a color as pure as the cerulean seas of Ionia. This time his snort was slightly louder. He closed the book firmly and placed it on the mahogany occasional table beside him and looked across at Olivia Bellersby. She wore a gown of pale yellow, trimmed with plaited ribbon. A locket nestled in the hollow of her throat.

      James examined her thoughtfully. She had none of the timidity of her younger sister. “Tell me, Miss Bellersby,” he said. “Do you like to travel?”

      Olivia Bellersby turned her smile on him. “I’m a terrible traveler. I become unwell even in an open carriage. Don’t I, Fanny?”

      Her sister nodded.

      “You have my sympathy,” James said.

      “Oh, no,” Miss Bellersby said, with a merry laugh. “There are much worse afflictions. One of our cousins has the most dreadful squint and Mrs. Greeley in the village has fits! I count myself fortunate, I assure you.”
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        * * *

      

      “Well?” asked Kate, when the Misses Bellersby had departed. She turned to him expectantly. “Do you like them?”

      “You may take them both off your list,” James told her.

      Kate frowned slightly. “Why?”

      “Because I don’t wish to marry either of them.”

      “Why not?” she asked. “They’re perfectly nice. And they meet all your requirements.”

      “Fanny Bellersby is too timid,” James said.

      “Timid?” Kate’s frown faded into an expression of confusion. “She’s a little timid, but I don’t see what’s wrong with that.”

      “I don’t want a wife who’ll be afraid of me,” James said.

      Kate blinked. “But why should Fanny be afraid of you?”

      He scowled at her.

      “Oh. I hadn’t thought of that. James, you have a truly ferocious frown!”

      “I know.” It was the way in which his eyebrows slanted, or perhaps their blackness. Whatever the reason, when he frowned, people had a tendency to cringe. It had been a joke among his regiment that he could drive the enemy back just by scowling.

      He looked at Kate and realized that she’d never flinched from his frown.

      “Very well,” she said. “I can see that you’d prefer a wife who’s not timid. But what about Olivia Bellersby?”

      “She’s a bad traveler.”

      “So?”

      “So I want a wife who enjoys traveling.”

      “That’s not on your list,” Kate pointed out.

      James shrugged. “I’ve just thought of it.”

      “But can’t you travel alone?”

      “It’s more pleasurable to have company.”

      “Oh,” said Kate. “But . . . does it have to be a requirement?”

      James looked at her. She stared back at him, her brow creased. He imagined showing her Italy. She’d be delighted with the countryside, the cypresses and the vineyards, the towers thrusting up from hilltops, and delighted too with the rocky coast and its clear, blue water. She’d laugh at the absurdity of Venice, and love its beauty. And she’d—

      “Does it have to be a requirement?” Kate repeated.

      “Yes,” James said firmly. He’d seen enough of the battlefields of Spain to last him a lifetime, but he’d love to rediscover Italy and venture into Greece. And he’d like to do it with his wife. A wife who’d enjoy it as much as he would.

      “Very well.” Kate’s tone was resigned. “Are there any more requirements that I should know about?”

      He shook his head.

      Kate began to gather the books together. “Will you take me driving tomorrow?”

      “Of course.” He paused. It was a request she’d never made before. “Why?”

      “We can call in on the Inghams.”

      “They have a daughter?”

      “Yes. Dorothea. She’s very sweet.”

      “But not timid.”

      “No.” Kate glanced at him. “You can frown at her if you wish. To check for yourself.” There was a glint of amusement in her eyes. She held out a hand. “Could you pass that book please?”

      James picked up the volume he’d flicked through. It was an absurd piece of nonsense. One corner of his mouth turned up as he recalled the hero’s noble brow and golden curls and cerulean eyes.

      “What’s so amusing?” Kate asked.

      He handed the book to her. “The hero. Sebastian.” He found himself grinning. “Is that what you like, Kate? Golden hair and sea-blue eyes?”

      To his surprise, she flushed faintly. “No,” she said, adding the book to her pile.

      James leaned back in his chair and looked at her. Curiosity overcame good manners. “What do you like?”

      “Something darker,” Kate said, not meeting his eyes. She busied herself with straightening the pile of books. “What about you?”

      “I prefer something darker, too,” he said, remembering the exotic beauty of the Spanish women, with their olive skin and flashing eyes and black hair. But then he recalled Maria Brougham, who had golden ringlets and blue eyes. Cerulean eyes. He’d thought her beautiful. And Bella, his pretty opera dancer, had been fair. James rubbed a thumb along his jaw, thinking of the women who’d shared his bed. There had been as many blondes as brunettes. Perhaps he didn’t have a preference after all.

      He wondered what color Miss Ingham’s hair was.
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        * * *

      

      Miss Ingham’s hair was a pretty shade of brown, but she was too girlish. James told Kate so once they were back in his curricle.

      “Nonsense,” Kate said, as he tooled his team down the Inghams’ curving drive. “She’s twenty-one. She’s been out of the schoolroom for years.”

      “She’s too girlish,” he repeated firmly. “And she giggles.”

      “You have an objection to giggling?”

      “In excess,” James said. “Yes.”

      “Another requirement?”

      “Yes,” he said, but he didn’t apologize. He’d come to the conclusion—while observing Miss Ingham—that girlishness would be an irritating trait in a wife. Kate was correct; Dorothea Ingham wasn’t timid. She wouldn’t be afraid of his frowns. On the contrary, she'd probably giggle and attempt to cajole him out of the sullens—which would only serve to aggravate him. She was sweet and diminutive and childlike, and not at all what he wanted. “And I’d like my wife to be taller,” he said.

      “Taller!”

      He nearly laughed at Kate’s tone of affront. “Yes, taller.”

      They reached the road and he gave the horses their heads.

      “You never said anything about height before,” Kate said, a slight edge to her voice.

      “No.”

      Mature oak trees lined the road. Sunlight shone through the boughs, casting rapid patterns of shade and light. James glanced sideways at Kate. She wore a blue pelisse trimmed with dark sable and a high-crowned bonnet. Bright ringlets escaped from beneath the bonnet’s brim. He watched as her eyebrows drew together and her lips quirked, her expression somewhere between thoughtful and exasperated. “How tall do you wish your wife to be?” she asked, after a moment.

      “Tall enough for me to dance easily with.”

      They came to a bend in the road and he slowed the horses’ pace. He’d been used to driving with a speed that bordered on recklessness, neck or nothing, confident that his skill was equal to any surprise the Fates could throw at him. The deaths of his father and brother last year had taught him caution. He’d been aware of his mortality on the battlefields, but that accident had shown him that sabers and cannons weren’t the only ways a man could die before his time.

      “How tall is that?” asked Kate.

      James thought about it for a moment. “Your height,” he said. “Or a few inches either side.”

      Her tone was startled: “My height?”

      “Or thereabouts. A little shorter would be fine. Just not as short as Miss Ingham.”

      Kate was silent. James wondered whether she disliked the extra inches that made her stand taller than most ladies and quite a few men, inches that brought the top of her head higher than his chin. Probably she did. Her height could be seen as a flaw, but being tall himself, he’d come to appreciate tallness in a woman. It made many things easier, not merely dancing.

      They rounded the bend. James let the horses pick up their pace again. It wasn’t just Miss Ingham’s figure that was dainty, her mouth was too. It was small and pretty and girlish, and not at all the sort of mouth that he wished to kiss. And damn it, he wanted a wife he’d want to kiss. But he couldn’t tell Kate that.

      “Why has Miss Ingham not married?” he asked.

      He saw Kate shrug out of the corner of his eye. “She’s the youngest of six daughters. I think her mother ran out of energy.”

      They traveled in silence for a moment, apart from the jingle of the horses’ harnesses and the clop of their hooves. Six daughters. James experienced faint horror at the thought of all those ribbons and ringlets and frills—and all that giggling. No wonder Mrs. Ingham had run out of energy.

      “Are there any more requirements you’ve thought of?” Kate asked.

      A mouth that I want to kiss. “No,” James said.

      “Taller.” Her tone was thoughtful. “Miss Orton is taller and she’s definitely not girlish.”

      “Very well,” he said. “Show me Miss Orton.” He glanced at Kate and found himself staring at her mouth. He’d never noticed it before, but she had a surprisingly lush mouth. Its shape was generous, full and soft and inviting. It was a mouth made for kissing. He wondered what it tasted like.

      James wrenched his attention back to the horses. He frowned over their ears and wondered what had gone awry in his world that he could want, even for a second, to kiss Kate Honeycourt.

      “Today? Or would tomorrow suit you better?”

      He turned to look at her. She was the perfect height for kissing. He cleared his throat. “I don’t mind.”
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        * * *

      

      Kate spent the afternoon writing invitations for the ball on gilt-edged cards and discussing the upcoming event with the housekeeper and the cook. She had relegated Miss Orton to the morrow, claiming that she needed to plan for the ball, but the truth was that it disturbed her equilibrium to sit so close to James in the curricle, just the two of them. It wasn’t an outright lie; she did need to plan. Her life seemed suddenly to consist of lists. Sheets of paper were spread over the large desk in the library, covering its surface. The guest list, the list of comestibles to be ordered, the list of housekeeping tasks that needed to be completed prior to the ball, the growing list of James’s requirements and the shrinking one of eligible ladies.

      She’d compiled the guest list last night and Harry had glanced at it this morning and given his approval, suggesting only that they not ask Mrs. Forster, because she’d complain if they danced the waltz. Kate had paid no attention to the suggestion; courtesy demanded that Mrs. Forster receive an invitation, as Harry well knew. And anyway, it wouldn’t be a ball if Mrs. Forster wasn’t there to stare balefully at the dancing couples and utter remarks about disintegration of morals and the laxity of today’s youth.

      Kate looked at the list of tasks. The chandeliers needed to be cleaned and the ballroom floor polished and musicians hired, and she should go down into the cellars and see whether they had sufficient champagne. And how many card tables should be set up for those who didn’t care to dance? And, for that matter, did they have enough clean packs of cards? Playing cards, she wrote on the list. Hmm . . . Kate chewed on her lower lip and wondered whether she ought to order a new ball gown. Yes, she decided. “I may be bran-faced,” she said under her breath, as she wrote New ball gown on the list. “But I am not a dowd.”

      Sir Thomas Granger had offered for the local justice of the peace’s fourth daughter, Priscilla, the day after Kate had refused him. Priscilla had a face like a horse, with a long nose and big teeth, but she had no freckles. And she’d accepted the offer. Kate looked at her lists and compared Sir Thomas to the ridiculous—and fictitious—Mr. Collins and tried to laugh, but she couldn’t. Bran-faced. Would James find her more attractive if she didn’t have freckles? “Of course he would,” she said.

      Kate laid down the quill and closed her eyes and covered her face with her hands and wished, for a moment, that she wasn’t who she was. Then she managed a laugh and pushed the invitations aside and reached for James’s lists. She was a Honeycourt, and Honeycourts had freckles. The paintings in the Long Gallery upstairs attested to that fact.

      She put a line through Dorothea’s name. That was three candidates crossed off. How soon could Lizzie be here? Not short, she wrote on the list of requirements. And, Doesn’t giggle too much. She should have remembered that last requirement. James had mentioned it to Harry. It was one of the reasons he’d given for not liking débutantes. And Dorothea Ingham certainly giggled a lot. Kate chewed on her lower lip as she stared at the sheet of paper. Lizzie giggled sometimes, but not in excess. And she met all the other new requirements. She was only a few inches shorter than Kate, was neither girlish nor timid, and her coloring was dark. Not that the latter was a requirement, merely a preference.

      And Lizzie would love Europe. They shared a desire to travel, she and Lizzie. They’d planned wonderful trips together to places they’d only heard about, poring over maps and atlases, reading aloud to each other from the published journals of travelers. The places that James had mentioned—Venice and Florence and Rome—would send Lizzie into paroxysms of delight. And Greece. He’d spoken of Greece. Which meant Athens and Delphi and Corfu. Greece would be a dream come true. “Not my dream,” Kate whispered. “Lizzie’s dream.”

      Envy came then, so bitter that she almost tasted it, like bile in her mouth. And on the heels of envy came shame. How could she be jealous of one of her dearest friends? She wanted James to marry Lizzie. Nothing could be more perfect. James would be happy
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