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      Julia Comerford had always known people whispered about her. As one of the infamous Comerford Courtesans, three sisters who had taken the same path of seduction and sin, she’d grown accustomed to it. What she wasn’t accustomed to was the fact that since her older sisters, Arabella and Evelina, had both married in the last year, that the topic of the whispers about Julia had changed.

      The Last Comerford Courtesan.

      Poor girl.

      She must be desperate.

      They even spoke, in whispers loud enough that Julia couldn’t pretend not to hear, that certainly she would never have the luck of love that her sisters had found. And she smiled and pretended and put on the show her sisters and their good friend, fellow courtesan Simone Stanford, had taught her.

      Inside, though? There was no denying Julia feared the gossips might be right. The worst part was that all her life she had been only one of the sisters who had believed in love. She’d dreamed of princes and castles and the happily ever afters written about in fairytales. She fantasized about the stories of courtesans who had been swept away by besotted protectors who gave them a ring, a name, a home and children. Society be damned!

      One would have thought that once she saw her sisters each live out that joyful story, she would have had even more faith that it might exist for her. But she didn’t. Whatever she read in books, whatever she fantasized about from operas or romantic plays, she had never felt even a flutter of the abiding passion and adoration she saw shared between Arabella and her husband Silas or Evelina and her husband Vaughn.

      No man had ever looked at her like she was everything. And she’d never ached for someone so deeply that being parted from him felt like being denied air. The truth of romance and love seemed to cut deep. And so she was becoming, just as the whispers said, desperate.

      “I say, Julia!”

      She blinked as the reality of the room and the company she shared came back into focus. Her current protector, Viscount Laurence Castleton, had brought her to a Cyprian Ball that night and the room spun around them with brightness and laughter and sensual tension.

      He held out a drink for her, an expression of annoyance on his otherwise handsome face.

      “My apologies, Laurence,” she said, pushing away troubled thoughts and taking the offered madeira. “I somehow went miles away in my mind.”

      He harrumphed and took a place beside her as he sipped his drink. “I’d say so. I was forced to say your name three times before you acknowledged me.”

      She pursed her lips. Castleton was a good protector. He had provided a small home, a generous purse and he wasn’t the worst lover she’d ever gone to bed with. He was even interesting, at least sometimes. And no one could deny how handsome he was with dark blue eyes, thick hair, broad shoulders and a jaw that could cut glass. He seemed like something from a book.

      Two-dimensional, her wicked mind whispered, and she forced the thought away. She took his arm and leaned so that her breast pressed against him.

      “I admit I was distracted and that is unconscionable. Would it make you feel better to discover I was thinking of you?” A lie, of course. But women had been telling pretty lies to men to stay out of trouble for millennia. What did one more matter?

      There was a slight softening to his expression. “Perhaps. Some wicked little thought, was it?”

      She forced a slight smile, hoped it seemed playfully shy. “Always, dearest.”

      He laughed and she relaxed a fraction. At least he wouldn’t be angry and sulk all night. Laurence was king of the silent treatment and when it went on for too long, Julia felt like she was going mad.

      She drew in a breath to talk to him about anything that would pull his attention from her distraction when someone said, “Laurence!”

      There were few enough people aside from herself who called the viscount by his first name. She drew a short breath before she turned with her protector to find the one who did it most often. It was his cousin, Alexander Castleton, a tall man, equally handsome to his cousin, though Alexander had a wiry strength and brown eyes. The two men always called each other by their first names since they shared the last.

      “Ah, Alexander, I didn’t know you’d be here.” Laurence pulled away from her to shake his cousin’s hand with great gusto. “You remember Miss Comerford.”

      As Laurence indicated her vaguely, Julia inclined her head. “Mr. Castleton. A pleasure.”

      Castleton’s gaze flitted over her, a brief perusal that was always followed by a quick dismissal. “Miss Comerford.”

      She drew in a little breath. Laurence’s cousin had never liked her, she didn’t think. Actually, she didn’t know what he felt about her. He watched her sometimes from across rooms or when he was speaking to his cousin. It wasn’t a leer like some men did, it wasn’t a disgusted dismissal as some others showed. It was simply…unreadable.

      Why he might have negative feelings toward her, she wasn’t certain. After all, men had mistresses, it was the way of the world. She tried very hard not to act a fool or ever embarrass those she shared time with. She had the reputation of her name, but of the three sisters she had worked hard to be the most respectable.

      And yet Alexander Castleton was chilly as a winter’s day when he was near her. Even now he looked away and refocused on his cousin. Laurence was still talking, it seemed.

      “Managed to pull yourself away from all those dreary family duties, did you?” Laurence asked.

      There was a slight tightening to the other man’s jaw, a barest hint of annoyance at the question or the circumstances. She wasn’t certain.

      “I never find spending time with my mother dreary,” Alexander said. “But yes, Grandfather is in a snit.”

      “I imagine I know about what,” Laurence chuckled.

      Julia bent her head. She knew of the parties the men discussed, of course, but there was nothing she could add to the conversation. Courtesans didn’t involve themselves in family discussions aside from cooing their acknowledgment over complaints and offering distraction with far more pleasurable activities. They certainly didn’t share their opinions with outsiders to the relationship.

      “I’m sure you do.” Alexander shook his head. “Laurence, must you tweak him endlessly with your…your behavior?”

      Julia felt him glance at her rather than saw it and fisted her hands at her sides. If Alexander Castleton disliked her, she thought the Earl of Heathfield, the grandfather of the men, might just despise her. He’d given her the absolute cut direct at an opera once. Practically spit on her. She’d been humiliated and yet Laurence had seemed thrilled by the moment. He’d never been so passionate as he had been later that same night.

      “My behavior is none of his concern nor yours,” Laurence said. “I do nothing more or less than any other man in my station.”

      The light sigh Castleton gave in response sounded like it was threaded with deep exhaustion. But he remained calm as he shrugged. “I suppose you don’t.”

      There was an uncomfortable silence that stretched between the two men and Julia squeezed Laurence’s inner elbow to encourage him to try a little harder. As she did so, she gave her best courtesan smile to Alexander. “Mr. Castleton, I hear you’re part of the collective investing in Mr. Grayson Danford’s steam engine.”

      Alexander’s eyes widened as if he were astonished at her choice of topic, but he tilted his head. “Er, yes. You’ve heard correctly, though I don’t know how.”

      Her smile became more genuine. “Oh, we have our ways, sir.”

      “The whisper network of women,” Laurence muttered with a dismissive shake of his head.

      Julia ignored him. “I must admit, I’m fascinated. I saw the steam engine that pulled that train to Wales when it was toured around afterward and it was so complex and fascinating. To be a part of that, even on some small level, would be thrilling.”

      To her surprise, Alexander Castleton was now just staring at her, lips slightly parted, eyes wide like she was speaking some foreign language rather than discussing a topic he should have, in theory, had interest in.

      “Yes,” he said at last. “The potential for the engine and all its uses is thrilling, indeed.” He turned away from her and focused his attention back to his cousin. “I wanted to say good evening to you before I departed, so I’ll bid you goodnight now. And…and a good evening to you, Miss Comerford.”

      He didn’t wait for a response, but pivoted away from the two of them without a backward glance as he moved through the busy ballroom with as much precision as a jungle cat.

      Julia let out a sigh at the same moment Laurence did and that brought her attention back to him. He shrugged at her. “He really can be boring as toast, can’t he? You were kind to try to act interested in his ridiculous hobbies.”

      She shifted. “I’m not sure if the hobbies are boring,” she said slowly. “They say steam is the future. I do find a great deal of interest in the topic.”

      “Well, I certainly don’t,” Laurence said with a dismissive wave. “And I hear enough about it from my cousin.”

      “Then I’ll change the subject,” she said. “Are you truly quarreling with your grandfather?”

      Laurence’s gaze darted away, like this subject was as distasteful to him as the earlier one. “Oh, it’s a regular occurrence, Julia. The old man and I have a long history of spats. He gets puffed up over something I’ve done or said, we snarl at each other, then it all blows over. I tend to get my way.”

      “Yes, I suppose you do,” Julia said softly.

      There was a delicate dance a courtesan performed with a gentleman. To offer comfort beyond the physical when it was required. To be a sounding board and support as much as a body to bury himself in. But Laurence didn’t seem to want that in this moment. He cut himself away by releasing her arm, by turning slightly aside, by breaking his gaze. She read all those cues and felt…empty.

      And yet this was what the world was. She drew a shaky breath and caught his hand again. “Come spin me around the dancefloor, eh? We can forget all our troubles.”

      He laughed as he let her draw him away and they moved to the dancefloor. But even as he swept her up in a lively jig, even as he held her a bit too close and let his hands dip a bit too low, that empty feeling remained and niggled. And she had no clear idea about what to do about it.
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        * * *

      

      Alexander turned his horse into the drive at his modest home fifteen minutes from the party. He hardly knew how he’d gotten there, he’d been so distracted on the ride, almost like an automaton as he made turns and dodged slower traffic. His mind had just kept turning back to the interaction with Laurence and Julia Comerford.

      The woman was a confusion and a distraction, and not just to his cousin, it seemed. Alexander had never once left her company without feeling a bit turned on his head. It was why he so studiously tried to avoid her.

      He swung down from his mount and handed over the reins before he headed into the house. He’d lived in this home for ten years, since he’d purchased it after his father’s death. It was a simple place, not extravagant, and the purchase had left plenty of his inheritance to invest with Grayson Danvers and his canals and engines.

      A topic he hadn’t expected Miss Comerford to broach, and certainly not with such verve.

      “Good evening, Mr. Castleton,” Alexander’s butler, Riggs, said and took his gloves and hat and heavier jacket. “Welcome home. Your mother is still awake in the parlor.”

      Alexander drew back a fraction, for he hadn’t expected that at this hour. “Waiting for me?”

      Riggs shook his head. “If she is, she didn’t tell me. I believe she was reading.”

      “Well, I’ll join her. There’s nothing else, if you and any other staff want to finish your duties and lock up.”

      “Very good, sir. Good evening.”

      Alexander acknowledged him and then smoothed his clothing before he headed out of the foyer and down the short hall that led to a small parlor on one side and his study on the other. He entered the parlor and found his mother was, indeed, seated on the settee, her latest gothic romance in her hand. She was so engrossed, she didn’t seem to notice him.

      He cleared his throat. “Is the heroine married to a blackguard or haunted by a ghost?”

      Mrs. Castleton started and then looked up at him with a laugh. “Both, actually. Good evening darling.”

      He bent to buss her cheek and then went to the sideboard to pour himself a drink. “May I get you one?”

      “No, I’ll be up all night with indigestion,” she said. “But if you’d like the company I’ll stay up with you while you drink it.”

      He nodded and came to sit on the chair across from the settee. He took a sip of his whisky and smiled. “This is like old times. Riggs said you weren’t waiting up for me, but I wonder if you actually were.”

      “I always worry when you’re out and about,” his mother admitted. “But you are too grown a man to report to your mother or to have her wait up. I simply couldn’t sleep and decided to stay up reading.”

      “Troubles?” he asked, and braced for the answer. There had been so little he could do for her since his father’s death and her lifestyle had been greatly reduced in the last few years, especially.

      “Oh, nothing for you to worry about,” she assured him. “How was your night? Or was it the kind of night you don’t tell your old mother about?”

      He laughed. “I wasn’t out doing anything very interesting, I’m afraid. I went to a ball and I suppose it isn’t exactly the kind one tells their mother about, but mostly I stood around looking boring and broody.”

      His mind flashed once more to looking across that ballroom and seeing first Julia and then his cousin. Always Julia first, though he supposed that was by design. She was beautiful, after all, and her clothing, her hair, her jewels, they were all meant to attract the eye. It worked. He always felt intently aware of her when she was in the same space as he was.

      “Is something troubling you, dear heart?” his mother asked.

      He blinked away the intrusive thought and shook his head. “No, Mama. Well, I suppose I was wishing I could provide for more for you. To make things easier for you.”

      Her expression softened. “Alexander, in what world do you believe you haven’t made things easier for me? You’ve always been an attentive son, and you took me in nearly two years ago now. You never even complain about it, though I’m certain it intrudes upon your bachelorhood.”

      “My bachelorhood,” he repeated with a snort. There wasn’t much of that. He hadn’t had a mistress in several years and never courted the ladies he encountered at parties. He couldn’t yet. It would be unfair to them. He sighed. “I was speaking to someone about my investments tonight and I suppose I’m simply brooding about them. If they had already paid off, you could have stayed in your own home and been happy.”

      Her brow wrinkled and she leaned across to take his hands. “Lovey, you’ve taken what little that father of yours and your horrible grandfather allowed you and are building yourself up. On your terms. I’m endlessly proud of you for that. These things will pay off.”

      “And until then you remake the same dresses and scrimp and save what’s left of your pin money?” he asked with a sigh.

      “You take very good care of me, Alexander,” she said. “I won’t hear of anything else.”

      He smiled as she squeezed his hands and got up. There was no use arguing with her at any rate—she always won.

      “Now, I think I shall retire,” she said. “Let you have a bit of time alone to recover from your night. I’ll see you tomorrow, love.”

      “Goodnight, Mama,” he said, and watched her go. But once she had departed, he leaned back in his chair with a great sigh.

      Whatever she said about how well taken care of she was, he continued to feel uncertain. He had no idea how much longer it would be for the investments he’d made to create large returns. And she deserved so much better in the meantime. Something he couldn’t provide, though a different man could. Only that man always wanted something in return and if he was going to reach out, Alexander only hoped the toll wouldn’t be too high.
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      Julia poured tea at the sideboard in her parlor a few days after the ball. Her sisters sat behind her on the pretty violet settee, heads close together, talking and laughing. It was the best sound in the world and Julia hesitated a moment just to listen to them, their warm voices so comforting to her.

      Their topic of conversation was slightly less so. Arabella had her hand rested gently on Evelina’s giant pregnant belly and she was talking back and forth between unborn child and giggling mother.

      “And then, little lord, you will be treated like a prince,” Arabella said.

      “Oh, you don’t know that the baby is a boy,” Evelina laughed.

      “I do. You know Aunt Caroline always guesses things about us⁠—”

      “When?” Evelina asked with a shake of her head. “You’re making things up.”

      Arabella continued as if she hadn’t heard a word. “And I have inherited that same gift. He’s definitely a boy.”

      “If that’s true, Vaughn will be mightily pleased,” Julia said as she brought tea back and handed a cup to each sister. “He’ll have his heir.”

      “I know he desires an heir, and it’s his duty as earl to provide one,” Evie said. “But I think he’d be just as over the moon with a little girl. I cannot imagine how he would dote over her. She’d have the most beautiful wardrobe a child could ever instantly grow out of.”

      Julia smiled at the pure joy on her sister’s face. Arabella’s matched and for a moment she felt a streak of jealousy toward them both. She had never and probably would never experience such happiness like that which they both now held. She shook the bitter emotion away and it was replaced by only the good.

      “I’m sure both of my brothers-in-law them will be wonderful fathers,” Julia agreed. “Assuming Arabella and Silas would want children.”

      Arabella had always swiftly denied her desire for such a thing, but now she seemed to ponder the question more deeply. “I think, having seen how happy we can be, how easy we can make things for each other, I might at some point want a child.”

      Julia’s brows lifted and she leaned in to tap her cup against Arabella’s. “Well, that is an admission! And I will be a very happy aunt to any children you two add to the world.”

      “And what about becoming a mother, yourself?” Evie asked gently. “When we were little girls, you used to talk about having children. Do you still wish for such a thing?”

      “Thanks to the protection of my elder sisters, I was able to have those kinds of dreams.” Julia dropped her gaze to her cup. “But I’m not a child anymore and my circumstances aren’t like yours. I’ve no husband, and I wouldn’t be so cruel as to bring an illegitimate child into the kind of life I lead. They would have so much to overcome, stuck between worlds.”

      “You’ve no husband at present,” Evie said, and set her cup down so she could take Julia’s hand. “You cannot count yourself out. You’ve always been such a romantic, I must believe that you’ll find someone who will love and appreciate you just as much as you deserve. Someone who will give you a future even more beautiful than any you ever imagined as a little girl.”

      Tears stung Julia’s eyes and she blinked so they wouldn’t become obvious. “Well, that’s a lovely idea. But not very practical, I don’t think. I might not always be a courtesan, I don’t think I’ll have the stamina or interest someone like Simone has maintained over the years. But I cannot put too much stock into love, or else risk the kind of disappointment one doesn’t recover from. I think I must simply look for stability. The kind I can only provide myself.”

      Arabella opened her mouth, clearly to protest, but Julia got up and walked away, continuing on as if her sister hadn’t begun. “On that score, I do need some sisterly advice.”

      “Julia—” Arabella said.

      Evie covered their eldest sister’s hand gently and gave a little shake of her head as if to dissuade Arabella from pushing too hard. “What advice do you need?”

      “I…” Julia trailed off and shook her head. “I can hardly say it, it’s so foolish. But…but I think I must end things with Castleton.”

      She waited for questions, for surprise, even for judgment, for the viscount was certainly a catch. Instead, Arabella and Evie exchanged a long glance and then Arabella smiled.

      “We wondered when this day would come. And of course we support you.”

      “In every way!” Evie added with a little too much enthusiasm.

      Julia shook her head. “You were waiting for me to end things? How? Why?”

      “Well.” Arabella shifted a little. “We’ve seen you with the man for months now and it doesn’t seem you have much in common.”

      “Nor does your affection seem to go too deep,” Evie added. “There isn’t anything untoward or troublesome, of course, or we would have intervened.”

      Her sister grew pale as she said those words and memories of a desperate time that had broken all their hearts moved across her face. Julia moved toward her. “I would have told you if there were. I wouldn’t have stayed.”

      “Good. Good.” Evie gathered herself. “But things don’t have to be terrible to not be…right.”

      “But he provides for me generously, including this house. He doesn’t ask overly much and treats me well. What more could a courtesan desire?” Julia pressed.

      Arabella tilted her head. “Are you talking yourself back into his company?”

      “No!” Julia said, but realized she might be doing just that. Trying to find some reason to make things easy instead of right. “I only meant I thought you two would make those same points. I’m a courtesan. I must be practical.”

      “You are a woman and you must be attentive to your own needs.” Arabella sniffed. “As for a home, you’re always welcome in my old place. Silas and I will never get rid of it as long as I have a sister who might need the security it provides. You’ve saved carefully, and even if you hadn’t, you now have two brothers-in-law, as well as your sisters, who would happily take care of your expenses for the rest of your days if it would keep you safe and content.”

      Arabella meant it as a kindness, that was plain as the nose on her gorgeous face. But those words felt more like…pity in that moment. Like Julia was becoming some kind of burden, even happily carried, that her family would bear. First by her sisters and their husbands, then her future nieces and nephews, she supposed.

      She cleared her throat. “I may take you up on the offer of the house,” she said. “At least for a while. But I’ve no intention of treading over the charity of those I love. No, I’ll find some other way if I choose not to connect with another protector.”

      She thought for a moment of the last night she’d been out with Laurence. They’d encountered his cousin who had spoken about his investments. It was a shame that doing such a thing was so hard for women. But perhaps she could find some way to do so with the idea of creating a sum large enough to maintain herself comfortably down the road.

      “When will you end it?” Evie asked.

      Julia shrugged. “I’m uncertain. The viscount is joining me for our regular weekly supper later tonight. I thought I might broach the subject then. And I’ll try to soften it as much as possible. After all, there are no hard feelings. In fact, quite the opposite. Sometimes it seems there are no feelings at all.”

      Evie shook her head. “Sometimes that’s better and sometimes it’s worse.”

      Julia sighed. “I’m being very foolish.”

      “You’re not,” Arabella said firmly. “Even in a transactional connection with a protector, there must be some kind of warmth of bond or it all fizzles out. If it isn’t passion, than at least some shared interest that doesn’t leave one staring across a dining table in awkward silence.”

      “Have you been hiding in the curtains during our suppers?” Julia asked with a weak laugh.

      Neither of her sisters joined her in that. Once again, there was pity in their expressions and once again she wished she could duck away from it, hide so it wouldn’t touch her. Instead, she straightened her back and returned to sit with them.

      “Well, that’s enough of that nonsense. Let’s talk about anything at all rather than this. I need a respite from pondering Laurence Castleton.”

      “I do have something to discuss,” Evie said. “Have you two noticed Aunt Caroline has been a little…odd…lately?”

      “Yes,” Arabella said. “She’s been a bit secretive. Not that I don’t think she’s owed her privacy. I simply wonder what it’s about.”

      Julia pursed her lips. She’d recently seen her aunt in a place she most definitely didn’t belong, but she’d decided to keep it to herself. Caroline didn’t seem in danger, and there was no point in pushing about it. At least not yet.

      The sisters turned their attention to the topic of their aunt and wondering what her secrets could be, as well as other matters. But Julia couldn’t help but keep turning her mind back to Laurence and the relationship she would end in a few hours.

      Hopefully without too much fuss or drama as a result.
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        * * *

      

      “The viscount has arrived, Miss Comerford,” Julia’s butler, Stevens, announced a few hours later. She glanced at the clock on the mantel with a slight frown. He was half an hour late, which was an irritant.

      “Very good,” she said, erasing the annoyance from her expression. “Please bring him in.”

      When the servant had gone to fetch her lover, Julia glanced at herself in the mirror. She had changed after the departure of her sisters, of course. A plain afternoon gown had been replaced by Laurence’s favorite green silk, a gown with a low cut that left little to the imagination. She wore a necklace he’d bought for her, and had rouged her pale cheeks. Armor, Arabella had always called the costume. Right now Julia wished it felt more like it.

      “Lord Castleton,” Stevens said, and Julia smiled as the viscount entered the room.

      “Laurence,” she said, and went to him.

      He bussed her cheek and then looked her up and down. “Well, don’t you look a treat. That green has always suited you. Matches your eyes.”

      Julia didn’t correct him. Her eyes were dark blue. They’d never looked green in her life, but this was exactly the issue, wasn’t it? This man wasn’t even connected to her enough to know the color of her eyes when he was looking right at her. That should make things easier.

      At least in theory. Still, she wasn’t unaware that when a woman ended a relationship with a man, she was in the most danger from him. How many courtesans had been harmed or worse when parting ways? She would tread very carefully.

      “Let me get you brandy, Laurence. Or would you prefer whisky? Arabella’s old friend just delivered a case from his…well, less than savory means. But it should be delightful.”

      “I’ll have the whisky,” he said, and crossed to sit on the settee. He draped an arm across the back and watched her as she poured the drinks. “I’m endlessly shocked that Windham doesn’t force your sister to end that connection now that they’re married. Wasn’t the smuggler once a lover of hers?”

      Julia brought a pretty Glencairn crystal glass of the liquor to him and sat beside him. “Silas is unique. He has no jealousy toward Arabella’s past, nor does he keep her from maintaining whatever friendships she desires. I suppose he is fully aware of her intense ardor for him and knows she would never stray, nor would he.”

      “Hmm.” The answer was noncommittal and even though she knew many men of the ton were confused by the concept of true love and fidelity, the incredulous expression on his face rankled a fraction.

      There was an awkward silence between them for a moment and she cleared her throat. “You were going to your club this afternoon, weren’t you? Meeting with some friends? How did it go?”

      “Very well. I saw my cousin there, as well. Alexander was hobnobbing with Gray Danford and the Duke of Sheffield. I suppose they were talking about their investments, but they were kind enough to cease when I approached.”

      “You’ve no need to think about investments, I suppose,” she said. “You are so comfortable as you are.” She shifted. “I do wonder…do you know if Mr. Danford would be willing to take money from…from a woman for his endeavors?”

      “A woman?” Laurence’s face grew lined with confusion. “Women do not invest, my dear.”

      “I know it’s frowned upon, of course,” she said. “But the exchange with your cousin a few days ago had me thinking of my own financial situation. I wondered if I could secure my future more fully if I were to put some of my savings into investments like the ones he was discussing. I know some ladies have done so through solicitors or male relatives. I’m sure Silas or Vaughn would be helpful if Danford would be open to such a thing.”

      Laurence was simply staring at her now. He almost appeared annoyed. “I could ask, I suppose. My cousin knows him better. But you know, I come here to forget these sorts of petty things.”

      “Or course,” she said. “Forgive me, it’s simply been on my mind.”

      “Why?” he asked. “You’re provided for well enough by me.”

      “I am!” she agreed, and it wasn’t a lie. “You are a generous protector, Laurence, I would never say a word otherwise. But a woman in my position must think about the future, mustn’t she? The reality is that I may not always be in the same place I am now. And I might not always wish to continue as a courtesan.”

      His brow wrinkled. “Yes, I suppose ladies age out of such things, don’t they?” He was silent for a moment, but his attention didn’t move from her. “Your future. What an interesting thought. You would have a future.”

      She had to force herself not to pull a face. It seemed the man had just realized she was also a person for the first time since they’d begun their relationship months before. Not unexpected from a man of his rank, but still…it did make a person feel invisible.

      “I hope I will,” she said when he didn’t continue. “Though perhaps…Laurence, I did want to talk to you about something tonight. I planned to wait until after supper, but perhaps now is the better time.”

      He was still staring at her even as he sipped his drink. “What is that?”

      “Our time together has been very fine,” she said. “I could not ever complain. But I wonder if it’s time to…to…” She struggled. It was always easier when the man did this. “Change it.”

      “I agree,” he said, and set his glass aside. “After all, nothing can stay the same. And sometimes change can be a fulcrum. Shift the focus, alter the environment, and open up a world of possibility.”

      Now confusion flooded her. What was he talking about? Because it didn’t seem like ending things.

      “I…suppose. Laurence⁠—”

      “You should marry me.”
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      Julia’s ears rang as she stared at Laurence, but his image was blurry, even when she blinked to clear it.

      “M-Marry?” she repeated, as if saying it out loud would somehow make her wake up. She had to wake up. This couldn’t be real. This man who she’d been about to end things with couldn’t have just asked her to marry him.

      Not asked. Told. He’d told her she should, not asked if she would.

      “Yes,” he said. “It’s a very good idea, I think. It would work nicely.”

      What was he talking about? “I’m sorry, Laurence, I feel as though I’m spinning. Are you actually asking me to marry you?”

      He fully looked at her again and there was a light in his eyes that wasn’t quite loving or even friendly. It was as if he’d just figured something out or found some kind of key.

      “I am, Julia.”

      He moved from the settee and down on one knee. Now his expression was softer, more what she would have expected from a romantic suitor asking a lady to join her life to his for the rest of their days. He took her hand and her breath hitched a little. She had pretended this moment dozens of times during her childhood.

      “Julia Comerford, would you be my wife?”

      She blinked. All the reasons she’d had to end things with this man just a moment before blurred a little. What he was offering might not be a great love like Arabella or Evie had. In fact, she knew it wouldn’t be. But it would be stability. True stability. She would be titled, just like Evie was. Her sisters would never have to step in to her aid again.

      Better still, Julia would never have to go through the process of finding a protector again. There would never be that worry that came along with matching with a man and hoping he wouldn’t be terrible in bed or stingy with his allowance or, worst of all, cruel.

      The fears, the anxieties, they would all be gone. Her future would be set. Perhaps it wouldn’t be entirely fulfilling on every level, but she would be free. Solid.

      “Julia.” His tone was sharper. “A man doesn’t expect to have to wait for an answer to such a question.”

      She shook her head. “I’m still shocked. Are you certain, Laurence? Your family might not approve.”

      “Hang my family,” he said, and his smile was a bit brighter. “They’ll see I cannot be controlled.”

      “If you’re certain then…” She hesitated because it was as if she couldn’t say the word. Like something was catching it in her throat. But she shoved past the resistance. “Yes.”

      The moment the word was out a wash of deep regret poured over her. Even as Laurence snatched her forward for a kiss, she wanted to let out a scream and run from the room. Run from what she’d just agreed to.

      But she forced herself to stay. She kissed him back and pretended away the fear. It was natural to be nervous about such things, after all. He stood and took a long drink of the whisky he’d abandoned when he went to one knee.

      “Would you like to celebrate here or go tell your sisters?” he asked.

      She blinked up at him. She knew what he meant by celebrate here and in that moment she didn’t think she wanted to do that. It felt different now, now that she was apparently this man’s fiancée and not just his lover.

      “My sisters,” she said, and got to her own feet. “You’re so kind of think that I’d want to share this with them.”

      “Of course.” He offered his arm. “Let’s ask for your carriage and we can head to Arabella’s now.”

      She followed him from the room. She held his arm as he asked Stevens for the rig, she was aware of being helped into it and riding across town. She even talked to Laurence as they did so. But it all felt unreal. Like she was asleep and none of this was real.

      And worst of all, she was certain if the feeling was that of a happy dream or a nightmare.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      They were lucky because when they arrived at Arabella and Silas’s home a short time later, they found that Evie, her husband Vaughn and their aunt Caroline were all there together, apparently having a family evening. Arabella’s butler, Barnaby, went to announce their arrival and that left Julia and Laurence alone for a moment.

      “Should we have the butler announce us as viscount and viscountess?” Laurence asked with a laugh.

      She tensed before she could stop herself and forced a smile. “Oh, I think that would only confuse them, my dear. Let me tell them directly before we tease.”

      The light in his eyes faded a fraction and he released her arm. “Very well.”

      They were led to the parlor where the family had gathered after supper and when they entered the room, Arabella parted from Silas and came toward her. “Julia, is everything well?”

      There was so much true concern on her eldest sister’s face that Julia caught her hands and squeezed. “Yes.”

      But she must not have looked it, for Arabella still appeared worried even as she stepped away so that the others could greet them. There was hesitance from all her family toward Laurence, but if he noticed, he gave no indication.

      “We’re surprised but happy to have you here,” Silas said. “Castleton, I don’t think you’ve visited us before.”

      “It’s such a quaint little home,” Laurence said. Julia flinched at the dismissiveness of that supposed compliment. “No, I suppose it would have felt inappropriate before, when Julia and I were merely lovers. But now it’s less so.” He looked at her and in that moment she realized what he was about to do. She caught her breath to stop him, but he said, “Julia and I will marry.”

      Her shoulders rolled forward and she could barely look at her sisters. She’d wanted to tell them herself, more carefully, but here he had blurted it out on only his terms. There was a stunned silence in the room and then Silas broke it by stepping forward and extending a hand.

      “What news. Many felicitations, you are a lucky man.” He looked toward Julia and she could see he didn’t feel as friendly as he sounded.

      But it broke the dam of the rest of the family and they all approached, one by one, to shake Castleton’s hand and squeeze her arm. She could feel each one of them trying to read her, pouring their concern over her in their expressions. She wanted to explain, but how could she with Laurence holding her arm and grinning at every word being spoken?

      As if he were aware of that, Evie’s husband, Vaughn, stepped forward. “I think this calls for a few drinks. Why don’t we gentlemen retire to Silas’s billiard room for a moment to do that and let the ladies chat? I’m sure Julia would like to tell her sisters every romantic detail of the proposal.”

      “Ah yes,” Laurence said. “That would be very fine, my lord.”

      “Excellent,” Silas said with a long look at Arabella. “I’ll lead the way.”

      Silas and Vaughn each paused to buss the cheeks of their wives. Laurence didn’t come to Julia. He merely smiled at her and then followed the others out the door.

      When they were gone, her knees felt like they gave way a fraction and she wobbled on her feet. Arabella caught her arm and drew her to the settee where her sisters and aunt crowded around her.

      “Oh, dearest,” Evie said. “I thought you were going to end things with him tonight. How in the world did this happen?”

      Julia let out her breath and hated that it trembled and revealed far too much to these wonderful, observant women. “I-I was. But as soon as I said I thought it was time for our relationship to change, he agreed and immediately launched into a proposal.”

      “Did you feel forced to say yes?” Arabella pressed, as gently as her bold sister had ever been.

      “Not exactly,” Julia said. “He wasn’t threatening at all, if that’s what you mean. Or overly enthusiastic.”

      “Well, that sounds very romantic,” Arabella muttered, and Evie swatted her without looking at her.

      “It wasn’t entirely romantic, no,” Julia admitted.

      “Then why did you say yes?” Aunt Caroline asked.

      “Because what he’s offering me is a future. A settled, safe future. You understand, Aunt Caroline.”

      “I do.” Their aunt’s brows lifted. “I was forced into a loveless marriage for what was labeled security. It was very unhappy, Julia, I wouldn’t wish it on you.”

      Those words did nothing to assure her, as she’d hoped she’d find. “But the alternative is just as dire, I think.” Her sisters were shaking their heads and Julia threw up her hands. “You two are no judges, you found love. I’m talking about a future where that emotion isn’t part of the arrangement. You both know that Simone would say I was making a good move.”

      She referenced their old friend and mentor, Simone Stanhope. But to her surprise, it was Aunt Caroline who folded her arms. “I cannot believe that Simone would tell you to do something foolish!”

      All three sisters looked at their aunt, who had only a passing acquaintance with the older courtesan. And yet she looked like she was ready to defend Simone further.

      Julia drew in a shaky breath and refocused herself. “Whatever you all think of this, I have agreed to the proposal now. The ship has sailed.” She forced a smile and drew a long breath to calm herself before she added, “It will be well.”

      Arabella pursed her lips, “But dearest⁠—”

      Evie caught their elder sister’s hand and squeezed it without breaking her gaze from Julia’s face. “We will support you in all things, my love. All things, always. You know that.”

      “I do.” Julia blinked at the tears that stung her eyes at that declaration that felt more filled with love than Laurence’s had less than an hour earlier.

      But that was life. She would be foolish to pretend otherwise. The loves of her life would be her sisters and their children, as well as her aunt. Laurence would be a steady, if distant husband, she believed. And one day she would bear him heirs and spares and she would give even more love to those children. It wouldn’t have to be an entirely empty life.

      There was the sound of the gentlemen returning in the hallway and Julia got up, wiping at her eyes and trying to put some peaceful expression back on her face before her intended returned. He entered the room first, wide smile on his face. Vaughn and Silas came behind him, both of them with grim expressions that they forced away as they smiled at her. Arabella took a deep breath and then made her way toward Laurence. Julia tensed, uncertain what her bold sister would say.

      “Lord Castleton,” she said, and extended a hand. “I’m so pleased for your joy and for my sister’s. Welcome to our family.”

      He looked around and he almost seemed surprised at that thought. Certainly, he must have thought it through that he would be fully linked to the Comerford name, even if there would be no remnants of it now. There were no Comerford sons. At last the name of their cruel father would die.

      Laurence gave a little shake of his head and said, “Thank
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