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  PART ONE



Winning her Hand








  
  Prologue
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Stanhope Grove 1819 (or a variation thereof) 
Winifred sighed as her eyes beheld the newly-wed couple across the room.
“They look happy, do they not?” her brother Griffin, the Earl of Amberly, observed, his dark brown eyes shifting to her, a touch of confusion resting in them.
“I suppose so.”
Griffin frowned. “Then why do you look so glum? Is Eleanor not your friend? Are you not happy to see her happy?”
Taking a deep breath, Winifred tried to sort through the contrasting emotions coursing through her body. “Of course, I’m happy for her,” she defended herself, her voice a tad harsher than intended. “I hope you do not believe me to be someone who wishes others ill?”
“Not at all.” Retreating somewhat from the joyous festivities, Griffin urged her to the side and out of earshot of the nearest guests in attendance. “However, you have to admit that your outlook on marriage is rather… what shall we call it?… bleak.”
Enraged, Winifred fixed her brother with a stern look, her hands coming to rest on her sides. “How can you say that, Griffin? You know as well as I do that marriage for the right reasons is a most sensible constitution. I’ve always said so.”
A grin came to Griffin’s face. That man had the audacity to grin at her! Oh, if he weren’t her brother…! “Sensible?” he asked, eyebrows raised in question. “I admit you’re the only young woman I’ve ever met―or heard of, for that matter―who does not, at least, hope for a love match.”
Winifred scoffed, “Why is it that you think women ought to hope for a love match while men can consider a sensible marriage?”
Again, a wide grin split his face. “Don’t start with me, Winifred. You know as well as I do that your objections have nothing to do with the rights of women.” He stood up straight, and his dark brown eyes rested on her face for a long moment. Then he sighed and leaned toward her, all humor gone from his face. “I believe you’re simply afraid to have your heart broken.”
Winifred’s mouth fell open.
“Although I cannot see why,” her brother continued. “Growing up the way we did, I always assumed you’d wish for a relationship like our parents’.”
Riled from her brother’s words, Winifred tried to maintain her composure. After all, a lady did not strike her brother.
An earl.
Well, at least not in public.
Inhaling another deep breath, Winifred waited for her pulse to cease its frantic pace before she met her brother’s inquiring gaze. “Whether you know it or not,” she began, doing her best to speak slowly, lest her words tumbled about one another as they sometimes did when she was agitated, “our parents’ union is the very reason for my outlook on marriage.”
Griffin’s forehead creased into a frown. “But they were happy.”
“Precisely.”
Shaking his head, Griffin lowered his voice as he grew more and more impatient. “You’re not making any sense!”
“Our parents did not marry for love,” Winifred said, unable to suppress a hint of triumph in her voice. “Theirs was an arranged match. In fact,” she dropped her voice to a whisper, “a few years ago, Mother confided in me and told me that, before their marriage, she had been taken with another man. However, in the end, she chose to marry Father because he was the more sensible choice. An infatuation offers a few blissful moments, nothing more. A union based on deeper attributes, however, ensures a lifetime of happiness.” With a satisfied smile on her face, she held her brother’s eyes, pleased to have made her point.
Unfortunately, Griffin seemed far from impressed. Quite on the contrary, the corners of his mouth drew upward into that annoyingly superior grin of his and his eyes lit up with mischief. “I, too, have heard that story,” he laughed. “However, dear Sister, in the version I heard, it was our dear grandfather who persuaded Mother to accept the earl’s proposal instead of that of a penniless solicitor.” His gaze held hers, a challenging glow in them. “I suppose the deeper attributes you’re referring to are fortune and family name. Nothing else. Do you truly believe those will ensure future happiness more reliably than love and affection?”
Feeling the blood drain from her face, Winifred stared at her brother. “How do you know this?”
Griffin shrugged. “Grandfather mentioned it. He seemed rather pleased with himself.”
Gritting her teeth, Winifred turned to the window, forcing her gaze to focus on the lush green gardens, currently topped off with a thin layer of ice crystals.
“I apologize for speaking so bluntly,” Griffin whispered into her ear. “I never meant to upset you. However, I admit that your outlook on marriage frightens me sometimes.” His hand settled on her arm, and he urged her to turn and look at him. “I love you dearly,” he said, his voice thick with emotion as he looked into her eyes, “and I wish for nothing more but to see you happy.” He drew in a deep breath. “And while I do not wish to undermine your own capabilities, I feel compelled to tell you that your sensible way of thinking of marriage will not accomplish that task.”
Winifred swallowed, her limbs suddenly feeling heavy as lead. “But they were a good match, were they not? They were so much alike. They laughed together. Read together. Rode out together. Even if they were not deeply in love, they cared about one another, did they not?” Remembering her parents, Winifred could not believe that the life she had led had been nothing but a lie, a well-hidden secret.
“They did care about each other,” Griffin said, nodding his head when she turned doubtful eyes to him. “However, their feelings developed over time. They came to care for one another. It was nothing more but… a fortunate coincidence. That’s what I’m trying to tell you. Some people are fortunate to find love in an arranged marriage. But most do not.” His hands tightened on hers. “I cannot stand the thought that you might end up in a marriage without love.” A soft chuckle escaped him. “For despite your insistence on being rational and sensible, your heart loves with such fierceness and devotion rarely found in people. It deserves its perfect match.”
Emotionally exhausted, Winifred did not know what to think. She loved her brother dearly. Always had he been by her side, looking out for her, protecting her, guarding her happiness. Only three years her senior, he had often acted like a man far beyond his years. Especially since the day they had lost their parents in a carriage accident.
At the thought of their parents’ loss, old pain flooded Winifred’s heart and her eyes misted with tears. Oh, how much she wished to have her mother by her side! She would understand, would she not? At the very least, she would be able to explain the choices she had made in her life. Had she truly chosen to marry their father due to their grandfather’s insistence? Or had she simply allowed him to believe so while choosing Father for her own reasons?
More than anything, Winifred remembered her mother’s warm eyes, steady and unwavering, as though nothing could surprise her, as though she had all the answers. Had she not promised Winifred to aid her when the time came to choose a husband? Had she not told her that impartial eyes might judge more reliably than those blinded by infatuation? Had she not spoken to her of the need for common ground? Shared interests? Expectations? Dispositions?
Only now she was gone.
And Winifred was alone in her choice.
Still, walking in her mother’s footsteps made her feel connected to the woman who had always known the right course. Somehow, it made her feel closer to her, as though her mother was still watching over her, guiding her hand. In any case, Winifred felt less likely to disappoint… after all, was she not heeding her mother’s advice?






  
  Chapter one
A Hard Look in the Mirror
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The fortnight after Eleanor’s wedding was a blur to Winifred; her thoughts were directed inward. Her friend’s marriage had dragged something out into the light of day, something that Winifred had ignored for a long time. 
For too long.
“I’m two-and-twenty,” she mumbled as she stood in the drawing room of Atherton House, her breath misting over the window pane for a moment before it disappeared. “I’m two-and-twenty.”
After their parents’ death, her brother, who had just been of age at the time, had inherited his father’s title and taken over guardianship of his sister. For a few weeks, they had remained at Atherton House, trying to go on with their lives before, one day, Griffin had come to her with an idea.
“Let’s travel the world,” he had said, his eyes aglow for the first time since their parents’ death. “After all, what is left for us here? Sadness? Grief? Sorrow?”
“Will they not follow us wherever we go?” Winifred had objected, her own heart weighed down heavily by their recent loss. “Do you truly think we can outrun them?”
With determination in his eyes, Griffin had shaken his head. “I’m certain we cannot. However, we need something to balance them. Something good. Something that makes us smile and laugh. We have none of that here.”
In a heartbeat, Winifred had agreed, knowing that she would have followed her brother to the end of the world if he had asked. Five years had passed since that day. Five years spent everywhere but here. Five years to come to terms with the loss of their parents.
It still hurt, but they had learned to live again.
Only now, Winifred was two-and-twenty and still unmarried.
Soon, she would be on the shelf.
Drawing in a deep breath, Winifred remembered the garden party at Stanhope Grove Eleanor had invited them to only a few weeks before her wedding. Eleanor’s brother and his new wife had been in attendance as well. Diana, the new Lady Stanhope, had a little boy from her first marriage, who had been out in the gardens every day, his explorations leading him through hedges and up trees… with his step-father’s assistance, of course, as he was barely three years old.
The memory brought a smile to Winifred’s lips, and she remembered that it had been that very moment that she had realized what she wanted.
Marriage. Family. Children.
Although a part of her could see herself travelling the world with her brother forever, she could not deny that another part of her craved something more.
Finally, the time had come.
If she truly wanted to be a mother, she would have to find a husband first.
And now, her own mother was not here to guide her hand.
“There’s no putting it off,” Winifred mumbled to her own reflection. Then she stepped away from the window and sat down at the small escritoire, pulling out a sheet of paper. Where was she to begin?
If her mother were here, what would she advise her to do?
“I’ll make a list,” Winifred mumbled. After all, if she was to find a suitable match, she would need to look at herself first and try to judge her character with as much objectivity as she could. Only then could she hope to discover a man among the gentlemen of the ton you would suit her person and share her interests and expectations.
But who was she? What kind of a person?
devoted
loyal
rational
compassionate
Staring at those four attributes, Winifred sighed. Certainly, it was easy to speak well of oneself, was it not? However, everyone―including herself―possessed attributes that others detected with greater ease than one could hope for when looking at oneself, most importantly, because they were far from flattering.
obstinate
Winifred scowled at the word staring back at her from the page. Still, her brother had called her that quite a few times and he knew her well, did he not? Perhaps she ought to ask for his help.
Instantly, Winifred shook her head. No, he would never take this seriously. He would laugh at her, then try to convince her to give up on this endeavor and then he would call her obstinate when she refused.
Despite the rather unflattering word, Winifred felt vindicated. If she only tried, tried to be honest with herself and worked on this as diligently as she could, there was a chance she could accomplish this task on her own.
Good, she thought. What else?
hesitant
As proved by her tendency to ignore even pressing matters, Winifred reluctantly listed yet another unflattering attribute. Still, she had to admit it was fitting. She did take her time making decisions, always worrying that she was about to take a wrong turn, always wanting to be certain that the decision she was about to make was the right one.
Rubbing her temple, Winifred felt the desperate wish to step away from the task at hand. However, if she did so now, she would never finish, never find a suitable match.
What about interests? Her mind suggested, and Winifred welcomed the slight change in direction with open arms. Interests were far less painful, were they not?
Quickly, she jotted down a few things that brought joy to her life.
travelling
painting
dancing
Yes, this was, indeed, a much safer area. And it would most certainly be much easier to discover whether a gentleman shared any of her interests. Discovering deeper aspects about his personality, however, would prove much more difficult. Who, indeed, would be a perfect match for her character? Someone like her? Or rather someone who was her opposite? In all ways? Or only in some?
A mild headache began pounding behind her left temple, and Winifred leaned back in her chair, stilling her hands for the moment. Unable to keep herself from feeling daunted by this task, she wished her mother were here.
“Ah, there you are.”
Startled by her brother’s voice, Winifred flinched, and her head throbbed painfully. Glancing over her shoulder, she met his gaze.
“Are you all right?” he asked, looking her up and down, a touch of concern in his dark eyes.
“I’m fine,” Winifred lied, carefully placing a hand over the sheet of paper. If her brother were to see it, he would tease her endlessly. “What is that in your hand? An invitation?”
Griffin nodded, his watchful eyes dropping to the envelop in his hand. “It is. To the New Year’s Ball at Stanhope Grove.” Stepping toward her, he frowned, eyes narrowed. “Am I mistaken? Or is this a new event? I cannot recall any such festivity from before we left England.”
Winifred shook her head. “You’re not wrong. Eleanor mentioned something at the garden party. She said it was her mother’s idea to hold such a ball. Apparently, her mother was a bit miffed that Lord Hampton’s Christmas Ball was spoken of as legendary.” She smiled. “You know the Dowager Lady Stanhope. She tends to feel the need to surpass everyone.”
Griffin laughed. “Very true. Shall we attend?”
“I would like that.” It would certainly be a good opportunity to mingle and, perhaps, spot a gentleman or two who would suit her.
“What is this?” Griffin asked, peeking over her shoulder, a touch of incredulity mixed with the usual mockery in his voice.
Flinching, Winifred jerked around in her chair to find a slow grin spread over her brother’s face. “Nothing that concerns you!” she snapped, then reached for the sheet of paper.
Griffin, however, snatched it up as quick as a flash and immediately retreated to the other side of the room, his eyes eagerly roaming the page. “What is this? If I didn’t know any better, I’d say it was a list of your attributes. However, why would you―?” His eyes went wide before they rose from the paper and met hers. “Tell me this is not your sensible way of looking for a husband!”
Gritting her teeth at the sound of the word sensible―the way he said it would suggest it was an insult! ―Winifred stormed toward him, trying to rip the paper from his hands. Unfortunately, her brother was a good bit taller than her and, at present, rather disinclined to give up his trophy. “Don’t you dare laugh about me! After all, you of all people should be helping me with this.”
“Me?” He stared at her dumbfounded. “Why?”
Grabbing him by the sleeve, Winifred yanked his arm down and retrieved her list. “Because you know me better than anyone else,” she huffed, cradling the sheet of paper to her chest. “If you weren’t so immature, I wouldn’t be alone in this.” Swallowing, Winifred turned away as she felt the sting of tears. Never had she realized how alone she felt now that her mother was gone.
It was terrifying.
“Why do you wish to marry?” Griffin asked, his voice free of mockery. “I mean, why now? You haven’t said anything on the matter since…” He swallowed, no doubt remembering their lives before the shadow of their parents’ loss had fallen over them.
“Because I’m running out of time.” Dabbing at her eyes, she forced the tears back down, then turned to face her brother.
A frown drew down Griffin’s brows as he searched her face. “What do you mean?”
Drawing in an impatient breath, Winifred welcomed the annoyance she often felt toward her brother with open arms. “Men can afford to marry late,” she snapped, as though the inequality of today’s world was somehow his fault. “Women, however, are not so fortunate. I’m already two-and twenty, Griffin, and if I want to have children, there is no time to lose.”
For a long time, he simply looked at her, too stunned to say a word. Had it truly never occurred to him that she would get married some day?
Then he swallowed, and she could see his usual self re-emerge as a glimmer of mischief came to his eyes. “You want to get married? Fine. I’ll help you find your perfect match. But this,” he pointed at the list still clutched to her chest, “this is not the way to go about it.”
Winifred glared at him. “Do not speak to me as though I am a child. I know very well what I want and how to achieve it.”
“Do you?” He laughed. That man had the audacity to laugh! Could he not see how difficult this was for her? “And what good will such a list do?”
Winifred rolled her eyes at him. “It is the only way to ensure compatibility.” Swallowing the lump in her throat, she continued, “It is the only way I can think of to achieve what I had hoped Mother and Father would do for me.”
Griffin’s eyes bulged. “You wanted them to find you a husband?”
Frowning at him, Winifred nodded. “Why would that surprise you? Did you not hope for the same?”
Staring at her, Griffin shook his head. “To tell you the truth, I hadn’t yet thought of marriage, but I’m quite certain I do want a say in it. I cannot imagine having that decision taken out of my hands.”
A part of Winifred could understand his vehement demand to be included in such a life-altering decision. It echoed within her, and a delicate feeling of warmth and longing rose in her heart. Where had it come from?
“Such a list will do you no good,” her brother told her, his gaze soft, and yet insistent as it held hers. “Please, Winifred, abandon this nonsense and simply follow your heart.” A twinkle came to his eyes. “Is there no one you care for?”
Winifred swallowed as a budding emotion roared to life in her chest, warming her chilled hands, and conjuring an image of dark green eyes, piercing in their intensity, and yet kind and gentle as they looked into hers.
“Is there?” Griffin prompted, a hint of suspicion in his dark gaze.
Swallowing, Winifred shook her head, partly to rid herself of the image and partly to shake off the sense of detachment that had come over her. “There’s not,” she replied, her voice hard as she forced her thoughts back to the task at hand. “Now, that Mother and Father are gone, this is my only chance to find a man suited to me.” She lifted the sheet of paper, and her eyes travelled over the few simple words that summed up her being. It was a pitiful sight.
For a long moment, silence hung between them before her brother inhaled a strained breath. “Do you want my help?” he asked, a touch of incredulity in his voice.
Lifting her gaze to her brother’s, Winifred smiled. “It is kind of you to offer, and I know you mean well. However, my marriage is not something to be taken lightly, and we both know that you are not the right person for this task.”
All humor left Griffin’s face at her words, and the seriousness that came to his eyes was one she had never seen in him before. “I cannot deny that your words ring true,” he said, his voice even, and yet she detected a slight quiver in it, as though he felt ashamed to admit the truth. “However, you must know that I would never risk your happiness, dear Sister. As immature as I am,” a soft and rather apologetic grin came to his features, “I would not dare gamble with your future.” Holding her gaze, he swallowed, waiting for her answer, as though he did not already know it, as though he feared what she would say.
Touched by the way he had spoken to her, the way he had revealed a softer side of himself, one that was vulnerable and even afraid, Winifred placed a gentle hand on his arm. “I know you wouldn’t,” she whispered, noting the sense of relief that chased away the tension on his face. “This is not a question of honor, but of ability. This is something you cannot do for me.”
Frowning, he looked at her. “Why not? You must admit that there is no one else in the world who knows you as well as I do. Or do you disagree?”
“I do not, but―”
“Then let me help you. Please! Let me do for you what you’d hoped Mother and Father would.”
Staring at Griffin, Winifred could not believe her ears, could not fathom the sudden change she saw in her brother. Always had he been light-hearted and impulsive, smiling his way through life, charming others as easily as drawing breath. Had she misjudged him? How could she not have seen this serious side of him? “Are you saying you want to find me a husband?”
A soft chuckle escaped him, and within an instant, the old Griffin was back. “Want may be a bit of a stretch, but, yes, I will help you. You’re my sister, and I will not leave you alone in this. Please allow me to do so.”
Hesitating, Winifred looked at him, saw the earnest concern and devotion in his eyes and noted the touch of humor curling his lips. What was she to do? Certainly, he knew her well. There was no denying that. But given his character, could he take this seriously? Could he see this through? Or would he abandon her once he grew tired of this new game?
No, no matter what, he would not abandon her. Still, was it wise to defer to him in this matter? Without hesitation, without a doubt in her mind, Winifred would have allowed her mother to find her a suitable husband, but her brother? Could he do this?
“I promise I will not disappoint you.” Grasping her hands, Griffin looked into her eyes, urging her to believe him. “I understand why you would be hesitant.” There was that word again! “But you have no reason not to trust me. And to prove it to you, I shall offer you a deal.”
“A deal?” Winifred frowned. “What do you mean?”
Her brother took a deep breath, as though needing to fortify himself. “Allow me to find you a husband,” he said, “and I shall grant you the same permission when it comes to finding my wife.”






  
  Chapter two
Welcome Home
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Stepping out of the carriage, Trent Henwood, Earl of Chadwick, allowed his gaze to sweep over Atherton House, an imposing country estate and the place that held his dearest childhood memories. A smile curled up his lips as he remembered the many summers of his youth spent here with Griffin and his sister Winifred. 
Winifred. Her name immediately conjured an image of a young lady with rich auburn tresses that framed her kind face, matching those chocolate brown eyes of hers that had the power to upend his world… or set it right.
As he began to climb the steps toward the front door, Trent felt his heart beating in his chest, louder and faster than he had ever been aware of. Always had Winifred managed to keep him on edge with her serious demeanor, always trying to appear older and more mature, often chiding him and her brother for their wild ways. To this day, he remembered how she had stared up at him at age twelve, her hair pulled back in a serious knot, her arms crossed and her right foot tapping with annoyance at the way he and Griffin had come running into the drawing room, knocking the tea tray to the floor with a loud clatter. Oh, even then, those eyes of hers had known how to shoot fire!
With a deep breath, Trent stepped over the threshold and greeted the old butler. “Good day, Harmon. How is the knee?”
“Quite all right, my lord.” The old man smiled at him. “It’s good to see you again.”
Nodding, Trent gazed at the familiar hall with the sweeping staircase leading to the upper floor. How often had he and Griffin slid down the banister when no one was looking? How often had they been caught, nonetheless?
A smile curled up his lips at the memory.
“Those were good days,” the old butler remarked with a wicked gleam in his eyes that Trent remembered only too well.
“They were indeed,” he agreed, then glanced toward the old study tucked away in the eastern side of the house. “Is he in?”
Harmon nodded. “His lordship is in the study… and Lady Winifred is painting in the conservatory.”
About to take a step, Trent froze, his right foot lifted off the ground, slightly offsetting his balance. Then he cleared his throat and set it down, glancing at Harmon’s unreadable face. “Thank you,” he stammered as every fiber in his being strained toward the conservatory. “I shall… speak to his lordship first,” he said, nonetheless, forcing his feet down the eastern corridor.
His footsteps’ echo reached his ears, flying ahead, as though to announce his arrival. It was a familiar sound, and Trent could not believe that it had been five years since he had last heard it.
When his mother had died giving birth to him, Trent’s father had been heart-broken, retreating from the world and his only child, only knowing grief and sorrow, wandering Tredway Manor like a ghost. Thus, the first few years of Trent’s life had been marked by loneliness.
Eton had changed that.
On the very first day, he had met Griffin and a lifelong friendship had grown between them. From then on, Trent had spent every free minute at Atherton House, finding a surrogate home with Griffin’s family, who had welcomed him with open arms. The death of the siblings’ parents had affected him as much as his own father’s passing a few years past… if not more. After all, they had been the ones to counsel and comfort, chide and praise him.
When Griffin and Winifred had left England, he had been devastated, wishing he could have joined them. However, his late father’s affairs had demanded his attention, and he could not in good conscience have left his estate and all those who depended on him to travel the world.
But now, they had returned, and the moment he had heard the news, Trent had dropped everything and hastened over.
Home, a quiet voice whispered as he came to stand outside the study, reminding himself that he would not find the old earl on the other side, but his friend instead.
After knocking, he entered upon hearing Griffin’s voice. He could not help but stare―at least for a moment―at the man he had not seen in five years, the man that had been like a brother to him, the man he had missed dearly for too long.
Stepping around the desk, Griffin strode toward him, a deep smile on his face. “It’s been too long, old friend,” he announced, as though chiding Trent for staying away. Then he pulled him into a fierce embrace. “It is good to see you, Brother.”
Inhaling deeply, Trent returned Griffin’s hug with the same mixture of longing, regret and joy. “How long have you been back?”
Stepping back, an apologetic grin came to Griffin’s face. “A couple of weeks.”
“Weeks?” Trent’s eyes bulged, and a touch of disappointment washed over him.
“Winifred received an urgent message from a friend,” he said by way of explaining.
“A friend?”
“Lady Eleanor,” Griffin elaborated. “I mean, Mrs. Waltham now.”
“I remember her well,” Trent said, wondering why he had never written, asking them to come home. “I heard that she’d married.”
“Yes, a small ceremony a fortnight ago at Stanhope Grove.”
Trent frowned. “Knowing the dowager countess, I would have expected a grander event, especially after Lord Stanhope’s marriage to the young widow within a few weeks after her husband’s passing was an equally private affair.”
A wicked grin came to Griffin’s face. “Sometimes love cannot wait for a large wedding. However, I have to say the dowager countess seemed quite pleased with the development although I cannot say why.” He shrugged. “Something happened during our visit that we weren’t all made privy to.”
Griffin drew in a deep breath, and the humor left his face. Then his gaze shifted to Trent’s, and yet he did not speak.
“Is everything all right?” Trent asked, feeling his skin crawl with apprehension. “You seem out of sorts.”
With all his heart, Trent wished he had the courage to ask about Winifred. However, he did not dare reveal how he truly felt about her to his friend. Hell, it seemed he had only just realized it himself! After their departure, he had come to realize that his longing for her was different from the way he longed to see his oldest friend again. Always had they been family to him, and he knew he loved them dearly. Still, the way he thought of Winifred did not speak of brotherly affection. How would Griffin react if he found out?
“I’m not certain,” Griffin finally said, the expression on his face rather tense while his eyes seemed to search Trent’s face. “I’ve entered into a rather unfortunate pact with my sister.”
“Winifred?” Trent all but croaked, reveling in the feeling of her name upon his tongue. It had been too long since he had been able to say it! “What do you mean?”
Griffin inhaled a deep breath, his gaze unwavering. “She wants me to find her a husband.”
Shock slammed into Trent like a charging bull, and he sucked in a sharp breath, trying to ease the pain radiating through his heart. “A husband? Is she…? I mean does she… already have
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