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      The Northumberland Nine series is a late Regency period Historical Romance series featuring nine sisters  and nine aristocratic gentlemen at a house party where there is hope at least one sister will form a match to save the family from poverty. The Northumberland Nine were first introduced in book nine of my Desperate and Daring Series, An Undesirable Duke. In this new series we return to Selbourne Castle  and each book will feature one sister and begin at the start of the house party.

      This large series features popular romance tropes such as: second chances, a secret baby, friends to lovers, enemies to lovers, secret romance, a secret marriage, strong heroines, and noble rogues that will leave you ready to fall in love.

      Happy reading!

      Dayna
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      AUGUST 9, 1825. FIRST DAY OF THE HOUSE PARTY AT SELBOURNE CASTLE, NORTHUMBERLAND.

      I cannot believe Father is still home,” Bernie whispered to Georgie from the side of the Queen’s drawing room.

      Georgie nodded, trying to take in how grand the gentlemen were, jeweled pins winking from their cravats, fine coats, and silk waistcoats with intricate embroidery, their trousers so tight she could see…almost everything. She yanked her gaze away.

      “We should be glad. He’s spent so many years away, presumably searching for husbands for us, and at last he found one.” And if he wasn’t here, Georgie wouldn’t be able to attend this house party. She had too many chores to do in her father’s place. He wasn’t the best farm hand, but at least the small flock of sheep wouldn’t starve.

      “Mr. Hart isn’t going to marry any of us,” Bernie said quietly. “And even if he wanted to, he’s only a teacher. He couldn’t provide for all of us.”

      Georgie chewed her lip anxiously. “Then I better hurry up and compromise one of these gentlemen. Who’s first on the auction block?” She laughed behind her hand as Bernie’s eyes widened. Georgie bit her tongue. As an honorary guest of this party, along with her eight sisters, she probably shouldn’t say such things. Especially when one of the nine men invited just might be the man to save them from a terrible future.

      “Is it possible to compromise a man?” Bernie said.

      Georgie cocked her head, about to reply, when a manly sigh of exasperation cut her off. Georgie hadn’t noticed their closest neighbor and friend, Chester, and another gentleman draw near, hearing their ghastly inappropriate comments. The expression on Bernie’s face indicated they were in trouble.

      The man beside Chester was so beautiful Georgie forgot how to speak.

      He was tall, with thick mahogany hair more lustrous than any man had a right to have, dark brown eyes, like her own, and an angular jaw that kept his face perfectly masculine.

      “It was only an observation,” Bernie said, softening her voice as if calming a horse.

      Chester shook his blond head, his blue eyes stern. “Miss Bernadette, Miss Georgette, you remember Mr. Cage?”

      “How do you do, Mr. Cage?” Georgie said, her voice higher than normal because she had lost her breath. Soon her vision would be spotty. She’d seen him before, at the one ball she had attended a few months ago. But he hadn’t affected her like this.

      “Very well, Miss Georgette. I’m looking forward to becoming better acquainted with all of you.”

      Oh, his voice. It was like… She didn’t know. She couldn’t think at all. Something rich and sweet but not fruity sweet, savory sweet, like chocolate mousse. She licked her lips, her mouth suddenly as dry as paper.

      “Violet has many festivities planned,” Bernie said, referring to the new Duchess of Selbourne. “I’m looking forward to it.”

      Speaking. She needed to speak and act normal. “As am I, particularly the hunt,” Georgie added.

      “You enjoy hunting?” Mr. Cage asked her.

      Oh good, a topic she understood without too much thinking. She took a deep breath. “Oh, yes. I’m the best shot out of all of my sisters. I keep the meat stores full for the family.”

      He raised his brows. “Ah.”

      That wasn’t a good “ah.” Her self-esteem faltered. It was only the first day, and she was already making a muck of it. She didn’t know how to be…whatever it was she was supposed to be here. Feminine, demure… She was herself and every second that passed made her feel worse and worse.

      Then Bernie took her hand, giving her a supportive squeeze. “My sister is very talented and most of them are practical skills, not useless skills like watercolor or flower arrangement,” Bernie said.

      His expression changed. “I see. How remarkable.”

      Chester cleared his throat. “Yes, all the sisters are quite remarkable.”

      Mr. Cage nodded in agreement. “If you’ll excuse me, I must see that my valet has settled in accordingly.”

      He left them and Bernie’s shoulders slumped. Georgie watched him walk away, his broad shoulders swaying, his stride something she’d never seen before, lithe like a predator but nonchalant because he felt no threat. No challenge, nothing to hold his interest. Not even an oddity like her.

      “That didn’t go well,” Georgie said, her spirits sinking. “Did I say something wrong?”

      “No,” Chester said. “It’s them, not you. They are not used to women as unique as all of you are.”

      That didn’t sound like a compliment to Georgie, but she smiled anyway, trying to muster her courage. There were other gentlemen here, though she doubted any of them could compare to Mr. Cage. And if they did, heaven help her. She was out of her element.

      Bernie folded her arms. “That’s a nice way of putting it.”

      He presented an arm to each of them. “Come, I’ll introduce you to Lord Luckfeld and Densmore. They’re taking the surprise better than most.”

      “So, I was right. They didn’t know,” Bernie mumbled.

      “Didn’t know what?” Georgie asked.

      “It appeared Roderick invited them here to hunt and get away from town life for a respite,” Chester answered.

      “He lied to his own friends?” Georgie asked.

      “They’ll forgive him. He is the brother to the duke, after all,” Bernie quipped.

      “Yes, they will,” Chester said, “and I think they’ll enjoy your company once they settle in.”

      Not likely.

      But she wasn’t going to say it aloud. Bernie was already as tense as a bowstring. None of them had ever done anything like this before. They were poor gentry, barely getting by on the income of their meager land. These were London gentlemen.

      Rakes, Violet had called them.

      What was Georgie supposed to do to impress them?

      Chester introduced her and Bernie to two more gentlemen, Lord Luckfeld and Lord Densmore. Neither of them affected her the way Mr. Cage had. It appeared not all rakes were considered equal or perhaps Mr. Cage was simply…different from them. He had a raw magnetism, a primal energy that called to her own animal nature.

      She tried to force the thoughts of him from her head. She scanned the room, but he hadn’t returned. Was he packing his trunks this very moment to escape a bevy of women?

      The other gentlemen weren’t nearly as skittish as Mr. Cage. Was he truly fearful for his bachelorhood, or was there some other prejudice he had? Her mind ran in circles when he still did not return. She was eager to have another chance to speak with him, or maybe just look at him, if only to appease her rabid curiosity.

      He was the most magnificent specimen of a man she’d ever seen. She wanted to stare at him the way people gawked at fine art. Study, admire, and speculate about what the deeper meaning was.

      Instead she buried her disappointment and did her best not to draw too much attention to herself. But by the time they’d gathered for dinner in the drawing room, he still hadn’t returned. Had she really been that awful? Her hopes plummeted. Her sisters seemed comfortable here, talking, laughing, lovely and charming, blending well with these fancy gentlemen, but Georgie felt like a toad amongst butterflies. Sure, she occupied the same meadow, and she belonged there just as much as anyone else.

      But she was different, and her differences—at least to her mind—were glaring. So glaring she’d scared a man away. The most interesting man at this party, she’d found after being introduced to the others. He was not nobility. He’d come from the merchant class, building his business and wealth to an impressive degree. She wanted to know more; she wanted to know everything about him.

      Lord Roderick Andrews offered his arm to escort her into dinner. “How are you this evening, Georgie?”

      She gave him a sideways glance and shrugged one shoulder. “I’ve heard none of these gentlemen knew why they were coming here.” He appeared healthier than she remembered. His face less gaunt, his green eyes clearer, and his light brown-blondish hair freshly trimmed.

      Roderick snorted and lowered his voice. “Do you think I should have told them they were coming here to court eight sisters?”

      She frowned at him. “Nine. There are nine of us.”

      He cleared his throat. “I know, but Willa is too young to marry. She doesn’t count just yet.”

      I shouldn’t count either.

      “So, you lied to them?”

      He smirked. “I had to. Men are notorious for not doing the thing that they ought to be doing. All of these men need to get married for various reasons: an heir, duties, etcetera. But they won’t because it scares them. They have to be convinced in subtle ways.”

      Georgie raised a brow. “You mean tricked.”

      “I did not say that.”

      “But you implied it.”

      “I most definitely did not. I specifically said convinced.”

      She laughed. “Which means trick.”

      “No, it means use your wiles,” he replied. “All of you are stunning.”

      Georgie scoffed. She had no wiles, but that was low on her list of problems. “We’re also poor. Wealthy men want wealthy wives.”

      He sighed. “Yes, it is the aristocratic way, but I picked them because none of them need a wealthy wife. They could marry for love.”

      “Oh, so not only am I to use my wiles, but I must make them love me? That’s nigh impossible to do in two weeks.” Or at all, but she didn’t say it aloud because then he’d pity her, and she wanted no one’s pity.

      Roderick winked at her. “Not for you. I have faith in you.”

      Georgie rolled her eyes. “That makes one of us.”

      Roderick chuckled. “So, tell me, which one of these gentlemen might earn your favor if he is so lucky. And don’t say Lord Luckfeld. I already regret inviting him.”

      Georgie sighed. “None. The only one who might be the least bit amusing to converse with is Mr. Cage, and he’s disappeared.”

      Roderick looked around. “He’s returned and escorting my mother in as we speak. I met with him in the hall before entering the drawing room and he looked peeved.”

      Georgie’s heart leapt to her throat as she peeked at him. “Yes, I told him he was the first on the auction block. I thought it was funny, but he did not.” Oh, how she’d made a fool of herself. He was even more impressive in evening blacks, almost austere, but the charm in his easy smile softened his effect. If only he’d smile at her like that.

      “Hmm, yes, I can see how that might have frightened him off.”

      “Then what am I supposed to do if he frightens so easily?”

      They had entered the dining room, and Roderick held her chair out for her. “Try being his friend first.” He pushed in her seat and took the open chair beside her.

      “Friend? That’s not what I’m here for,” she whispered. She had eight sisters. What good would a male friend do her who made her heart skip?

      “Yes but approaching a man as a potential bride is too much pressure for both parties involved. Be a friend first, then see what develops after that.”

      Georgie cocked her head to the side. She had no intention of believing she could ever marry a man as beguiling as Mr. Cage, but Roderick’s advice was quite good for someone else. “Actually, that is rather brilliant.”

      “Shocked, are you?”

      “Yes, I would have thought you’d tell me to climb into his bed.”

      “Well, when all else fails, that would work. I’d make him marry you or murder him.”

      She placed her hand over his. “That is the sweetest thing you’ve ever said to me.”

      He grinned and winked at her.

      Georgie exhaled and took a sip of her wine. She peeked at Mr. Cage again, but he was too far down the table to engage in conversation. But she could hear him, and his voice alone was enough to stir her nerve endings, her arms pebbling with goose bumps. She wanted to stare at him, didn’t she? Well, here was her chance. As the table filled with savory dishes and the chatter rose, Georgie let herself look her fill, subtly of course. She sipped her wine, his wit and charm drugging her senses more than her drink. More than once she had to pull her gaze away as his attention moved in her direction, but he never once looked at her. Toward the end of dinner, as the plates were removed and the dessert course set out, a warm rush over her skin brought her attention to him again and their eyes locked.

      Her lungs froze, a fever swallowing her up. His gaze never wavered, and then with a blink, he glanced away, leaving her breathless and overheated.

      What deviltry was this? With just the touch of his gaze, he’d claimed all of her. She shook herself free of it, but the sensation clung to her like a spell.

      She’d never felt like this before. Was this desire? Lust?

      She didn’t know and that was the most infuriating of all. Georgie was not one to resist a challenge. She wasn’t impulsive like Bernie or iron-willed like Anne. But her greatest asset was her resilience. When knocked down, she always got back up.

      He may be out of her league in many ways, but Georgie learned quickly, and this rake could teach her some interesting things.
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      There, there, a little trust never hurt anyone, did it?”

      Georgie scolded the baby weasel as it cowered in the corner, shivering, eyes wide. She inched her fingers closer with the morsel of food. His little nose wrinkled and he sniffed the air.

      “We do this every day, multiple times a day, and you can’t come to see me as a friend? You’re stubborn, little one. You can’t grow stronger if you don’t eat.”

      He inched closer to her, sniffing the air around her fingers. Georgie held her breath, preparing herself to be bitten again. She pressed her lips together. A little paw reached out, touching her finger, and his little mouth nipped at the piece of chicken she held. Georgie smiled, elated that at last he’d taken food from her hand. He moved closer, the wants of his stomach outweighing his fear. He attacked the piece of chicken with such gusto that Georgie dropped it. She offered more until the little kit had his fill and curled up. He shivered, despite the rags and hay layered in his cage.

      “You’re so tiny with barely any meat on you.” She took a quick breath and inched closer, cooing, murmuring soft words. He blinked at her, apparently tired after gorging himself.

      “If I could hold you, I could help you,” Georgie whispered. “I know you’re scared. I’m frightened too. But it’s okay, little kit. Perhaps if I tell you my problem, you’ll feel better about yours. I don’t know how you came to be separated from your litter, but I will help you.”

      With one finger, she stroked his tiny head. He closed his eyes, his face disappearing into his chestnut fur. So many feelings washed through Georgie. She’d hardly slept last night. Every time she closed her eyes, she saw Mr. Cage’s face. He was firmly planted in her mind now, and she couldn’t think of anything but him. Perhaps he had cast a spell over her?

      “Violet arranged this party so that we can meet gentlemen and marry one of them. But how does one go about such an enormous task in only two weeks? Especially being poor and wearing clothing that is surely a far cry below anything the ladies wear in London. Violet makes it sound so easy, but I can’t imagine what I’m supposed to do or say to attract the attention of a man. Did I mention these are London gentlemen? A fearsome lot, and I’m not usually afraid of gentlemen, but there is one man.” She looked around to make sure no one lingered near to hear her confession. “He’s intriguing, handsome, and a rake. I’ve been warned rakes are dangerous, whatever that means.” Georgie shrugged. “Surely he’s no danger to me. He couldn’t seem to get away from me fast enough yesterday. I know I’m not like my sisters. Men don’t stare at me unless it’s out of curiosity, and they certainly don’t attempt to seduce me. Perhaps I’m not woman enough to inspire seduction, even from a rake.” She ought to be comforted by that fact, but instead she felt hollow, as if she was missing something exciting that others got to enjoy.

      She sighed. “Is it wrong that the idea of being seduced sounds a little bit exciting? To think that a man like…” She dare not even utter his name aloud. She blushed. “I just want to be noticed for something other than being the odd sister. I have to do things women shouldn’t do, things my father should be doing, but his only skill is—well, with nine daughters you can guess, can’t you?” she whispered.

      “And after seventeen years, he’s done it again. My mother is with child. We can only pray it is a boy, but after nine daughters, there isn’t much hope. A boy would help us a great deal. A son can inherit the house and the land but a daughter cannot. ’Tis not fair at all. And once my father is gone, our cousin and his wife will take our home and we’ll be left with nothing. Have you any brothers?” she asked the little kit. His nose crinkled as he sniffed the air.

      “I’m the closest thing my father’s got to a son, but the house and the land is entailed. This party and these gentlemen may be our only chance to save each other from starving, from losing everything we love.” She stroked his head. “I suppose we can always depend on the duchess for help. Or we can take to the woods like wild women and build our shelter out of sticks and mud, hunt for our meals, and wear scraps for clothing.”

      She sighed. “Though it sounds amusing to me, I don’t think my sisters would be enamored of the idea. We don’t have much in the way of luxury, but they do enjoy their comforts.”

      Georgie smiled to herself. She knew she was different from them. She understood herself, and she could even say she liked herself, but she had no illusions about this party. None of these men would want to marry a woman like her. Her sisters had better odds of gaining a husband than she did. They all looked the same, with dark hair and brown eyes, but Georgie had spent far more time in the sun, earning patches of freckles on her cheeks and nose. She was also unfashionably skinny, as her mother would say, but spending all her time doing physical work will do that to a body. She envied her sisters feminine forms, but there wasn’t much she could do about it. Chores must be done, stalls cleaned, sheep tended. What was she to do? Sit around and eat comfits all day?

      Please. She welcomed the challenge. Give her a household of staff and she’d happily spend her time taking hour-long soaks in a bath and reading by the fire.

      But no. She had to work or her family could not eat. She wasn’t the type to sit around and do nothing. She’d always had too much energy for that.

      She’d lost a bit of her femininity, her hands calloused and her nails clipped short. Her skin tanned by the sun, scars and bruises marking her arms and legs. She would never be an elegant lady. But her sisters would have a chance because of this party, and she had to be careful not to ruin it for them.

      Georgie considered the little kit curled up tightly in his cage. He wasn’t warm enough here in the stable. Her sister, Anne, had forbidden her from bringing any of her little patients into her room during the house party at Selbourne Castle. But what was Georgie to do? The others were fine. Opal, the little brown rabbit with her splinted leg, and Franklin, her one-eyed tawny owl with chestnut and gray feathers were still recuperating from their injuries but otherwise strong. It was a miracle the duke allowed her to use space in the stable. She couldn’t trust her father to care for these ill animals like she could with their sturdier farm stock. But this little kit, he could freeze to death as weak as he was.

      No one would know.

      She scooped up the little ball of fur, barely filling the palm of her hand, and tucked him in her bodice. This way she wouldn’t have to come to the stable multiple times during the day to feed him and he’d be warm. He squirmed a bit, his little nails scoring her skin, but he quickly settled, burrowing into the valley between her breasts and curling up again. She could feel him breathing.

      “There now. No one will know, right little kit? Hmm. Kit. I think that’s what I will call you.”

      She smiled, at ease with her decision. She tended her other patients, checking Opal’s bandage and cleaning Franklin’s healing eye. She swept their cages free of droppings and refilled their bowls of food.

      “There now, breakfast is served and I will see you later today,” she said. “Don’t be troublesome. You’re a guest here just like me.”

      She turned away, her heart jumping to her throat as she locked gazes with the most beautiful man she’d ever seen.

      Mr. Cage.

      The one man she’d been blathering on to Kit about.

      She couldn’t speak at first. She’d already made a terrible impression in front of him at the start of the party. Seeing him in the stables at this early hour of the morning would not improve that impression. If she needed to prove she was not suitable wife material for any of the sophisticated gentlemen at this party, here it was. She was a poor country woman, who knew far too much about animal husbandry for most men to tolerate, let alone one whose lingering gaze made her stomach flutter and her toes curl in her mud-caked, boy boots.

      She placed a hand over Kit, worried the glaring drum of her heart might frighten him. It was loud in her own ears.

      It had to be deafening to him.

      “You surprised me, Mr. Cage.”

      “My apologies, Miss Marsden. Who were you talking to?”

      Georgie swallowed as she gestured behind her to Opal and Franklin. “My patients. His Grace allowed me the use of the tack room to care for them during the party instead of leaving them at home.”

      He entered the tack room, and the space shrunk to an uncomfortable degree, the air abruptly warm and thick with the sweet scent of hay and alfalfa.

      Georgie tried to regulate her breathing. She knew this man, not well, but this was their second party together. The first party some months ago when it was Roderick who was meant to find a match. Now she was a guest of honor with the sole purpose of snaring a husband. But how could a woman ever hope to ensnare this gorgeous creature? His thick mahogany hair, windblown and damp with morning mist, made her fingers itch to smooth it. His gaze undressed her, stripping away her confidence, her armor, exposing the feminine vulnerability she’d forgotten she’d had over the years, tending her family’s humble livestock.

      She straightened her spine. She could not allow herself to be swayed like this and made to feel…less, not that he was doing it intentionally. He hadn’t done anything at all to her. But their differences were painfully obvious in the fine quality of his clothing and the air of authority he carried.

      So she wasn’t some elegant lady of Mayfair.

      She was Georgette Marsden, third eldest of the Northumberland Nine.

      She could castrate a sheep, birth a lamb, and keep her family from starving.

      She refused to feel little in the shadow of his magnificence.

      “What are you doing out so early in the morning?” she asked. “I thought gentlemen slept late?” Though he didn’t appear fully dressed. He wore an unbuttoned coat and shirt, no waistcoat or cravat. His shirt had spots of dampness that made it almost sheer. She could see the color of his skin and the shadow of a nipple.

      Her body grew warm by several degrees as he moved closer, his attention on her patients, and removed his gloves.

      Georgie tried to step aside but there was simply no room to do so. He invaded her space, a warm, cloying scent of horse musk, the leather of his gloves, cloves and…something else, salty and heady, filling her senses.

      She swallowed, feeling the effects of his nearness like too much wine. She breathed in, hiding her shock by staring down.

      She smelled him. His skin, his…essence of man. He’d been riding, clearly, working up a sweat but he did not smell malodorous to her. She was drawn to it. She recalled a passage she’d read about deer and their pheromones, the scents that attracted males and females for mating.

      “You tend to injured animals?” he asked, ignoring her earlier question. He must have deemed it unworthy.

      “I do,” she stated, glad her voice was calm and not warbling with the erratic pace of her heart.

      “Why?”

      She glanced at him in surprise. “Someone needs to. They’d die otherwise.”

      “’Tis the way of nature,” he replied. “What happened to this rabbit? Did you steal food from a predator? Now that predator has gone hungry.”

      She resisted the urge to glare. “There is never a short supply of rabbits, Mr. Cage. I saw as the hawk snatched it and dropped it. I had to do something.”

      He regarded her, his gaze wandering over her simple white linen morning gown.

      What does he see when he looks at me?

      His lips twitched. “You shouldn’t interfere.”

      She straightened in indignation. “If I have the ability to help, I will. I won’t abandon an injured animal. How would you like to be left to die?”

      He smirked. “But what of the hawk?”

      “I’m sure he found another meal.”

      He smiled and her stomach fluttered.

      Georgie felt the stirrings of an answering smile. She bit her lip and tramped it down. “I call her Opal, and this is Franklin. He’s lost an eye, though I don’t know how. I found him cowering under a bush.”

      His attention returned to the patients, and Georgie could breathe a little easier.

      “So you collect injured creatures.”

      She bristled. “I rescue animals, rehabilitate them, and release them if they can survive on their own.”

      “Interesting…” he drawled.

      “It is. I’m a fascinating human being,” she replied dryly.

      “I did not mean to insult.”

      “I don’t believe you to have an honest interest in my doings, Mr. Cage. Why do you ride so early in the morning?” she prodded.

      His gaze wandered over her face. “I like strenuous activity.”

      Strenuous? “Are you restless most of the time?”

      A blush climbed her cheeks while he continued to stare at her. She willed it to stop, but she only felt warmer. She wanted to press her hands to her face but dare not let him see how he affected her. Men either disregarded her or tried to intimidate her. She suspected the latter were threatened by her knowledge and skill, as if a woman knowing how to do typically masculine things somehow belittled them.

      “I’ve always been more inclined to the outdoors,” he answered.

      Georgie feigned a gasp of surprise. “By God, we have something in common.”

      He chuckled, and this time, Georgie didn’t hide her amused smile. Perhaps he wasn’t either of those things, uninterested or intimidating, maybe… No. She wasn’t going to speculate about his intentions toward her. People revealed themselves in due time. All she had to do was wait. But…what would it be like to be married to such a man? Would his beauty grow tiresome? Would she feel lacking, unrefined?

      She terminated that train of thought. She couldn’t deny he interested her. She’d seen him before at the last house party, but only the night of the ball and they hadn’t been introduced until yesterday. She thought she’d chased him away, blurting something stupid in his hearing, but here he was. She wanted to understand him. Not because she thought she had any chance of attracting him romantically—she wasn’t mad—but because it was her nature, the curse of her curiosity, to see a challenge and conquer it. Like climbing the tallest tree on Berwick Vale just to prove that she could when she was fifteen. But her knowledge about men was scant, so she turned to the only source she had, her neighbor Lord Roderick Andrews, the most unscrupulous rake she knew, because surely he had knowledgeable advice about handling men of Mr. Cage’s ilk. In a rare show of maturity yesterday afternoon, Roderick had informed her to be his friend. She gritted her teeth behind her smile.

      She’d had very few male friends. Most men were intimidated by her nature. She wasn’t demure or fragile as she was expected to be. She was strong, she could ride, shoot, climb, even make repairs around her home. She did those things because she’d had too. Her father was away most of the time and when he was home, as he was now, well… It was just better if Georgie did most tasks. Her father had said she was the son he’d never had. At the time, it had felt like a compliment, but when faced with such a specimen of a man as Mr. Cage, Georgie would rather feel more womanly, preferably like a woman Mr. Cage would want to know.

      “May I escort you back to the castle?” he asked.

      Well, that was an improvement. Yesterday he’d run away from her, and today he wanted to escort her?

      Brilliant. Perhaps figuring him out wouldn’t be as difficult as she thought.

      “Certainly, Mr. Cage. I’m done here for the morning.”

      He presented his arm.

      Georgie placed her hand on it, the firm muscles beneath her fingers tantalizing. She reminded herself of the little lesson Violet had given all the sisters about proper decorum. It would not be appropriate to squeeze his arm and explore those hard muscles more closely.

      They sidestepped through the tack room door and exited the stables. The sun had breached the horizon, but it was still early and the grounds were quiet. It felt like they were the only two people in the world. Morning mist clung to the ground as they made the trek up the hill from the stables to the castle.

      “I should apologize if I offended you yesterday,” he said.

      “You didn’t,” Georgie assured him. She could only imagine his astonishment yesterday, coming upon a castle full of sisters and overhearing her banter about auctioning the gentlemen off. “I realize Lord Andrews was not forthcoming with you and the other guests.”

      “No. You were…unexpected.”

      “You mean my sisters and I.”

      “No, just you.”

      She halted. “Me?”

      He stopped and faced her. “That didn’t come out as friendly as I’d hoped.”

      She folded her arms. “It did not.”

      He ran a hand through his hair. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it like that. You—well…”

      Georgie waited. She was not so kind as to let him stumble his way through an apology and accept it graciously.

      “I’m usually very adept at reading and understanding women,” he said.

      She raised a brow. “Are you certain?”

      He folded his arms. “Yes.”

      She bit back a smile, some of her embarrassment fading. He seemed just as uncomfortable as she was. “Because I don’t think you are. I think you’re used to a certain type of woman, and I don’t fit that mold.”

      He nodded. “You know…I think you’re right.”

      She shrugged. “Well, there you have it.” She began to walk again. She reminded herself she didn’t need his attention. It didn’t matter if he liked her. This party was not really for her, after all.

      He caught up with her and her nervousness returned.

      “So why do you ride so early in the morning?” she asked.

      “Are you trying to figure me out now?” His voice was tinged with amusement.

      “I’m making conversation.” What else was she to do? She hated awkward silence. Better to be out with it and deal with the awkwardness than let it fester.

      He chuckled.

      She listened intently to the rumble of his laugh, her nerve endings dancing in delight. It was marvelous, warm, and wholesome. She congratulated herself on amusing him. Laughter meant a person was at ease.

      “I like the mornings. It’s quiet, peaceful. Even if I’ve been up all night, I still ride every morning. It resets my mind.”

      “Interesting…” Up all night? Doing what?

      “Are you mocking me?” he asked, grinning.

      “No, I am interested.” She didn’t have the courage to tease him yet.

      He stopped, forcing her to stop. It would have been rude to continue on, an indication of her dislike, which couldn’t be further from the truth. He made her feel a number of things, and dislike was not one of them.

      “I’m enjoying this little banter, but I think we should be honest with each other,” he said.

      “I prefer honesty in all things,” she replied, though she did not feel as calm as she sounded. This man set off all sorts of sensations inside her that she couldn’t decipher or control
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