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  Prologue
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London 1750 (or a variation thereof) 
A gentle smile on her lips, Margot Archer, Countess of Hargreaves, looked down upon her young daughter. “You looked beautiful tonight,” she whispered as they stood outside Helen’s chamber. “Did you enjoy your debut?”
Helen sighed, seeing hope shining in her mother’s kind eyes. “I did,” she replied, willing the smile to remain on her lips for a moment longer. “It was…magical.” Is that not what her younger sister Sophie would have called such an evening? Magical?
“I’m glad.” Squeezing her daughter’s hand, the countess arched her brows. “I’m certain you’ll find a husband before the season is out, my dear.”
Unable to answer, Helen merely continued to smile.
“Good night, my dear,” her mother whispered before she headed down the hallway toward her own bedchamber.
Once her mother had disappeared from sight, Helen allowed the muscles in her face to relax. Entering her room, she shifted her jaw from side to side to dispel the ache that had come to her face from constant smiling. Did anyone truly enjoy this?
Allowing her maid to remove the dress and let down her hair, Helen then quickly sent the young woman to bed, seeing no need to keep her up. After spending an evening surrounded by too many people to begin with, Helen longed to have her thoughts to herself. Peace and quiet was exactly what she needed to relieve the tender throbbing under her temples. Why on earth would anyone choose to attend balls?
After all, they were so loud, the air filled with laughter and idle chit-chat. Stuffy and overcrowded, the ballroom had brought on an almost desperate wish to open not only one but all the windows available as Helen’s lungs had strained to suck in what remained of fresh air.
Oh, what she would not have given to have been allowed to stay home that night, snuggled up in bed with a good book!
Sinking into her pillows, Helen sighed, her eyes beginning to close. Unfortunately, peace and quiet would have to wait a bit longer, for in that moment her younger sister Sophie—younger by one year—burst through the door.
“You’re back!” she exclaimed, rushing to scramble up onto the bed. “Tell me everything!”
Again, Helen sighed. “And you’re still up,” she observed, watching her sister climb under the blanket. “Why?”
Sophie stared at her blankly, her chestnut curls framing a soft face. “How could I possibly sleep?” she asked, incredulity in her voice.
Helen shrugged. “Try lying down and closing your eyes. That usually works for me.”
Sophie laughed, “Oh, don’t jest! Please, tell me everything! Who did you dance with? Did anyone catch your eye? What did it feel like to be swept across the dance floor?”
Seeing the eagerness in her sister’s face, Helen did not have the heart to tell her the truth. Sophie had always been a romantic, prone to seeing life as a fairy tale. “It was…magical,” she began and was rewarded by a girlish shriek as Sophie clapped her hands together in delight, her green eyes sparkling even in the dim light of the room. “The food was…exquisite. Everyone was dressed in their finest. I enjoyed…” Oh, there had to have been something? “…the music. It was quite nice, and I shall look forward to hearing it again.”
Concentrating on what to say, Helen only belatedly realised that the enthusiastic glow on her sister’s face had dimmed, replaced by a slight frown. “You had an awful time, didn’t you?”
Helen sighed, “I’m sorry. I tried,” she assured her sister. “I truly and honestly tried, but it was simply not my idea of an entertaining evening. I’m sorry.”
An indulgent smile played on Sophie’s lips as she looked at her elder sister. “How will you ever find your match if you do not mingle?”
Helen shrugged. “I’m not certain I ever do want to find a match.” In truth, Helen had decided long ago that she would not marry. 
For one, she was far from a beauty and generally failed to attract men’s attentions. Her brown hair was rather ordinary, missing the sparkling nuances her sister possessed, while her face had too much character as her late grandfather had called it, his disapproval clear in the way he had looked at her.
Always had Helen thought it a cruel sense of irony that she had been the first born and thus received the name Helen, after Helen of Troy.
The face that launched a thousand ships.
Almost obsessed with ancient texts and cultures, her father had chosen meaningful names as he called them for his two daughters. Unfortunately, he had chosen them in the wrong order, and so the plain first-born girl had ended up with a name that spoke of great beauty, whereas, her younger sister had been named for the wisdom their father treasured in life.
Not that Sophie was not wise in her own ways. However, as the bookish sister, Helen had always thought they should simply switch their names in order to avoid giving people the wrong impression and be thus held to unrealistic expectations.
The other reason for her desire to remain unmarried was simply that Helen knew she had very little in common with others. Whenever she opened her mouth and spoke of things that mattered to her, like history, philosophy and ancient cultures, people would look at her with unveiled disapproval as well as incomprehension. The only way for Helen to avoid these looks was to remain silent.
And Helen refused to live a life where she was met by either disapproval or had to refrain from expressing her thoughts in order to avoid it.
Therefore, marriage had never seemed an option. At least not for her.
“Do not think so lowly of yourself, dear sister,” Sophie chided. “You are a remarkable young woman. However, for others to notice, you need to give them the opportunity to do so.”
Smiling at her younger sister lovingly, Helen sighed, knowing that despite her exuberant ways, Sophie had a very loyal heart. “I assure you,” Helen began, “that I do not think lowly of myself. Quite on the contrary. I do not wish to change merely to catch a husband, and so far, all English society has done is prove that there is none who would want me for who I am. Therefore, it is only reasonable to conclude that marriage is not for me. Can you not see that?”
Rolling her eyes, Sophie shook her head. “Not at all. Let me ask you this: Have you met all of society?”
Helen inhaled a deep breath. “I’ve met enough of society to know that—”
“To suspect,” Sophie interrupted, a triumphant gleam in her eyes. “I admit you are…a rare specimen.” A teasing smile came to her lips. “Would it then not also be logical to assume that your perfect match is an equally rare specimen and, therefore, not easy to discover?”
Sighing, Helen shook her head. “You do possess a unique kind of wisdom, dear Sophie.”
Leaning in conspiratorially, her sister whispered, “I am aware. Then tell me, what is holding you back? So that I can impart some more of my unique wisdom.”
Helen chuckled, then shrugged. “I cannot say. I simply think it is a waste of time to search for someone who in all likelihood does not even exist.”
“Oh, I’m certain he does exist,” Sophie objected. “All you need to do is look for a face that looks as bored as your own, and then you’ll have found him.” Giggling, Sophie hid her face in the pillows before coming up for breath.
Unexpectedly, Sophie’s silly description conjured the image of a man with dark hair and even darker eyes. He had stood off to the side and not participated in the dancing and general merriment of the evening.
“You saw someone like that, didn’t you?” Sophie exclaimed, her eyes shining with excitement.
Feeling an unfamiliar heat creep up her cheeks, Helen quickly averted her gaze. It would not serve her well to encourage her sister, certain if she did, she would never hear the end of it.
“You cannot hide how you feel, dear sister,” Sophie chided. “You never could. It’s written all over your face. You’ve found someone who could be the one for you. Then go and get him.”
Helen’s jaw dropped. “Go and get him?” she repeated, momentarily too stunned to form a coherent thought.
Sophie shrugged. “It’s what I would do.” Again, she leaned forward conspiratorially. “Before someone else snatches him up.”
Helen laughed. “You are not me, and I do believe I shall dance at your wedding before you dance at mine…if at all.”
Crossing her arms in front of her, Sophie shook her head. “I vow that I shall not marry before you. So, you see, if you wish for me to be happy, you’ll need to find your own true love first.”
Once again, Helen’s jaw dropped. “You cannot do this. Think of your own happiness.”
“I am, for I know I shall never be happy if you are not also.”
Shaking her head, Helen squeezed her sister’s hand. “You are my dearest friend, but I advise you to marry whomever catches your heart and not make your happiness dependent on me.”
“That is excellent advice,” Sophie said, kissing Helen good night before she scrambled out of bed. “You should do so as well.” Grinning, Sophie stepped out into the hallway to return to her own chamber.
Helen sank back into her pillows, remembering the stranger’s darkened look. Had he truly disliked the event as much as she? And was that any sign that they were at all compatible?
Shaking her head, Helen knew that although her sister meant well, she was still too innocent in the ways of the world to know what marriage meant.
In all likelihood, there was not a single man in London who would like Helen for whom she was and desire her to be his wife.
Such a man did not exist, at least not one whom Helen would choose also.






  
  Chapter one
Lady Sophie's Debut
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London 1751 (or a variation thereof) 
One Year Later
“Oh, I can’t believe tonight is finally here!” Sophie exclaimed, her hands curling into fists as she tried to control the trembling that shook her body. “This is a dream come true!”
Smiling, Helen looked from her sister seated next to her across the carriage at their parents. Both had the same delight shining in their eyes as they beheld their daughter’s joy at her first ball. Exchanging a look with her husband, their mother seemed to lean closer toward him, a gesture of devotion and trust as well as comfort and familiarity. Helen often marvelled at the deep bond that existed between her parents.
“Your eyes shine like stars, my dear,” their mother observed as she leaned forward and gently squeezed Sophie’s hand. “You look radiant tonight.”
“Thank you, Mother,” Sophie whispered, inhaling a deep breath as she tried her best to calm her nerves.
A slight frown came to their mother’s face as she turned her gaze to Helen. “I cannot help but remember,” she began, a teasing note in her voice, “that you didn’t seem half as enthusiastic as your sister does now.”
Helen shrugged, knowing that in a tight-knit family as theirs she would not be able to fool anyone if she were to disagree. “What can I say, Mother? I never favoured dancing.”
Sophie chuckled, “You may not get enthusiastic about balls, dear sister, but I’ve seen you this enthusiastic before.”
Their mother’s brows crinkled into a frown.
“Upon discovering a book,” Sophie exclaimed, her own nerves forgotten as she teased her sister. “Do not pretend you don’t have this kind of passion within you!”
Helen shrugged. “Which book was it?”
Sophie shook her head. “I have no idea.”
“I’m afraid that I am to blame for this,” their father chuckled as he met Helen’s gaze. “You are too much like me, preferring a good book over a social occasion. I’m afraid I never felt at ease at balls and, therefore, rarely attended.”
Laughing, their mother took her husband’s hand in hers. “Still, you cannot deny that it was one such social occasion that brought us together. If you had never attended,” she whispered, her eyes shining as she looked at him, “we would never have met.”
Their father nodded, a soft smile playing on his lips. “You’re too right, my love. I never once regretted attending that night. On the contrary, it was the night my life began.”
“Oh, I wish I could find what you two have,” Sophie sighed, pulling Helen’s arm through hers as she hugged her close. “Don’t you agree?”
Opening her mouth, Helen did not know how to reply. Although their parents shared a deep love, they were opposites in almost every way. And yet, there was a calmness between them as though they were one, and not two people with opposing thoughts. Deep down, Helen admitted
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