
  
    [image: Yours Until Dawn]
  


  
    
      YOURS UNTIL DAWN

      
        DISTINGUISHED ROGUES

        BOOK 19

      

    

    
      
        HEATHER BOYD

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Heather Boyd]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Drew Finch, Lord Sullivan, has spent two years searching for a bride…though in truth, his quest has not been in earnest. Having lost his first wife and son in childbirth, he’s a shell of a man, in no hurry to see his beloved replaced by another. With increasing pressure from his father to do his duty to the family, Drew seeks out the help of an acquaintance, Miss Hillcrest, to aid him in making a match. He’s long been her admirer…but he never planned to fall for the matchmaker herself.

      

        

      
        For reasons known to very few, Aurora Hillcrest feels like a fraud, passing herself off as a lady amongst the ton. With her dear cousins now married, and no plans to wed herself, she feels adrift and in need of a purpose. Then Lord Sullivan asks for her aid. She’s keenly aware no lady wishes to compete with a ghost, and Drew hasn’t so much as kissed a woman in years. To that end, she suggests he ease himself back into intimacy by taking a lover…but she never planned to find herself conscripted for the task.

      

        

      
        Passion blazes between them in secret, and before long, Drew is proposing…many times over. But Aurora’s refusal is adamant, for reasons she won’t share. Reason that, should he ever learn of them, might harden Drew’s heart to Aurora forever.
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      “Ah, at last,” Drew Finch, Lord Sullivan, murmured as Lady Alicia McKenzie-Wellborne appeared in the Castlereagh’s London ballroom looking lovely in a white silk and lace gown.

      The woman was tall and had a willowy figure but was not exactly as fresh to the marriage market as some. She had caught his eye this past week at another party, and the more he considered her, the more he thought he should know her better.

      And not because of some giggle or squeak she’d uttered like the rest of the marriage hopefuls were prone to do. If not for catching sight of Lady Alicia just now, he might have considered leaving the ball already. There was no one else of interest, and that frustrated him.

      Drew moved to a better position to see the lady from head to toe. She might just do for him. Not too young, not too short, and quite bright by all reports. Unfortunately, he had not been introduced to the lady yet and only had secondhand information to rely upon about her character. Indeed, they had no connections in common save their host for this evening, but that problem would be easily solved once he found her.

      He glanced around, looking for Lady Castlereagh. The matron was nowhere to be found unfortunately at that precise moment to perform any introductions. So, he strolled the perimeter of the dance floor, looking out toward the card room and other places, nodding to women he’d already considered and discarded as potential brides since last season, and drawing ever closer to his quarry.

      Lady Alicia’s face suddenly turned his way and lit up with a bright smile of welcome. Drew paused, startled that she’d noticed him at all, though pleased, too. He was again hoping for a whisper of a thrill when their eyes met and held. That was all any widow with marriage on his mind could hope for when pursuing a wife. He doubted he could fall as deeply a second time in his lifetime.

      A gentleman stepped around him and the connection was lost. Although he tried to catch her eye again, her attention was now diverted to the guests milling about between them.

      No matter. Drew would have a better chance once the proper introductions had been made and they spoke. He would ask her to dance immediately.

      “Try to smile,” Lord Brandestock murmured, stumbling into him. “Your face suggests you’ve a giant turd wedged up your arse.”

      “Mind your language,” Drew warned, looking to his right where young Brandestock now stood. Perhaps it was a mistake to have encouraged an acquaintance with Brandestock. They were members of the same clubs—White’s and Bradshaw’s, too—and frequently attended the same tonnish events. But the man’s language was as colorful as his taste in garish waistcoats.

      “All I’m saying is smile and let the women come to you like I do,” Brandestock murmured, smiling widely at a widow of questionable morals as she passed them by. “You’re an earl and wealthy and moderately handsome for your age.”

      “Why thank you,” he said dryly.

      Brandestock grinned widely. “Nothing more needs to be offered but a little encouragement to enjoy a fine night in some lonely lady’s bed.”

      Drew would have pinched the bridge of his nose in exasperation if he were anywhere else but a ballroom. Brandestock was years younger than him, a bachelor still, but seemed to think Drew needed his advice on courting women. That couldn’t be further from the truth. Drew knew exactly how to please a lady, in and out of bed, better than he did.

      “Excuse me. But I can tell when I’m desperately needed elsewhere,” Brandestock murmured before following after the pretty widow who was beckoning him with just her eyes.

      The widow and Brandestock disappeared behind a curtained alcove—as likely a venue for scandalous trysts in any house.

      Drew shook his head and shrugged. One of these days Brandestock was going to come undone in the worst ways and pay a heavy price. Like Drew, he had the looks and money to attract dozens of title-hungry women to claim the position of his bride, whether he wanted the woman or not. Not that Brandestock claimed to need a bride yet. Not like Drew seemed to. However, Drew’s own vetting of potential spouses seemed to have dismissed a legion of women from contention. Too timid, too talkative, or simply too silly.

      He’d no idea he’d become so particular about who he could live with.

      But it seemed he had high standards. His approach to his first marriage had been far different from this. He’d not been looking for a bride when he’d first met Clare but had fallen in love with her at first sight. Marrying her was all he thought about from the moment they’d spoken. She’d been graceful, charming, loving, and irreplaceable it seemed. Clare had been the light and love of his life. Drew had looked around society enough now to realize she’d been one of a kind and had set a very high bar for her successor to reach.

      Certainly, too high for anyone he’d met so far in London, and every day a little more of his hope of meeting that one special lady whose presence would change his life in an instant faded.

      But surely there had to be someone out there for him.

      Everyone claimed there was.

      He’d been very patient and thorough in his attendance in society’s ballrooms and other amusements. Unfortunately, she hadn’t made herself known to him yet, and he was growing impatient with the endless waiting.

      Drew glanced across the room again and saw Lady Alicia on the arm of a slender gentleman. When the fellow leaned down and boldly placed a kiss on her pink lips right there in view of all, no one around them complained. In fact, they damn well near cheered him on.

      Lady Alicia blushed and hugged the man’s arm a little harder, her smile revealing a distinct partiality, the ring on her finger sparkling in the candlelight.

      Drew’s heart sank. Clearly, another man had claimed her affections already.

      He turned away, acutely disappointed that he’d missed another chance, but thankful he’d not found the hostess to ask her to perform an introduction to an engaged woman. That would have been awkward to say the least.

      As he lifted his head, he spotted his father, the Duke of Northport, across the room. Drew scowled that the old man was out in public yet again. That was the third time this month they’d attended the same ball. His father did not usually attend this sort of thing. But there was no mistaking the duke’s reasons for moving about in society so much this season.

      Drew studied the duke as he moved in that direction. Northport had a long-term mistress, but she was not here tonight. He was engaged in conversation with a young woman, but he kept looking about the chamber. Most likely he was looking for Drew, so he’d be forced to talk to the woman. Father was eager to have Drew wed again.

      Drew pasted a smile on his face when he recognized the young woman before he got too close to turn away. It was Lady Eloise Barclay again—Northport’s friend’s youngest daughter.

      Unmarried, of course.

      Drew would be expected to dance with her, as he had been every other night they’d met at one event or another. He had done so on several prior occasions with no complaint on his part. The Barclays were old friends of the family. Certain courtesies were required, and it was better to get his duty over with now than be berated by the duke for rudeness later.

      Lady Eloise was an adequate partner for one dance—but never more than that. As he watched, a gentleman attempted to speak with the young lady, but Father turned her away from the fellow, monopolizing Lady Eloise’s attention so the gentleman had no choice but to back away, unspoken to and embarrassed.

      Drew groaned under his breath. Was Father attempting to keep Lady Eloise from other men now? Not that Drew would marry her. She was so much younger than himself.

      He strolled across to his father, feigning delight to see him.

      Drew resembled his sire in many ways. Similar height, same dark hair that curled in the rain, same blue eyes that many said were remarkably changeable. But the similarity ended there. Drew was much quieter and more circumspect than his father. But then, Drew wasn’t a duke yet with designs to control the destiny of members of his family, especially his eldest son.

      “Ah, here is Sullivan, too,” Father boomed loud enough to be heard in all corners of the ballroom. The Duke of Northport leaned down toward the woman at his side. “I told you he couldn’t stay away. My son is as handsome as you remember, isn’t he Lady Eloise?”

      Drew felt his face grow warm as he extended his hand toward the embarrassed young woman his father had been pushing at him for months. Lady Eloise ranked high on the list created by his family as a potential bride for Drew. Only just eighteen and newly presented to the queen, she had impressed many during her first season. Even him, to a small degree. But there was no thrill, no spark of anticipation, to be felt around her when they met. None at all.

      And that lack of attraction was specifically why he could not marry her, or anyone he felt similarly unaffected by.

      He smiled politely at the young woman. “A pleasure to see you again, Lady Eloise.”

      “My lord,” she murmured, touching her fingers to his for the briefest of handshakes. Father beamed them both a smile. To Father and many in the family, it was an inevitable match. Lady Eloise knew the family well enough that she had attended Drew’s wedding to his first wife—as a flower girl tossing petals in the air, for heaven’s sake.

      Since Clare’s death, Lady Eloise had often been invited to visit the Northport estate while Drew was there. Father had made his preference quite clear. Drew suspected his father had also been secretly preparing Lady Eloise for the day when Drew and his bride would become duke and duchess of Northport—as Drew’s eventual wife would one day.

      But there was a wide-eyed innocence to Eloise that made Drew’s stomach pit at the thought of bedding her if they ever married, and that was as good a reason as any to turn elsewhere in search of a bride. She was too green for a man of his experience.

      Not that he was ancient. He wasn’t even thirty years yet. But a lot had happened in the decade between their ages that could not be overlooked. He would not be happy married to someone as young as Lady Eloise. But she was well-educated about current events, she was a duke’s daughter, and got along well with his family, so she was always pushed at him. She had a decent dowry, too, and seemed to like talking to him.

      Unfortunately, she did not stir him in the way his first wife had done. Lady Eloise might be at the top of a very short list of possibilities, but Drew himself didn’t bother writing such a list down of potential brides.

      When he eventually discovered a woman he wanted to marry, he was sure he’d know it instantly.

      He smiled, and asked Lady Eloise if she had any sets free on her dance card, as he was expected to do.

      “I do in fact.” Lady Eloise handed him her card to look at. Her next dance was free, as was a number of sets up until the one right before supper. Father had done his work well in monopolizing her time tonight. Her card should have been full by this hour.

      “Looks like my timing is perfect.”

      If he chose the very next dance, Lady Eloise would be free to accept other partners once their set was over. Perhaps she might even sit down to supper with someone she really liked then. Anyone but him, really.

      Their dance was announced, and he offered his arm to her to stroll to the dance floor together. He glanced down at the young woman on his arm briefly and decided to make the most of the opportunity to speak with her, hopefully without being overheard. “I must apologize for my father,” he whispered.

      “He’s a dear man,” she murmured.

      “He’s grown fond of you, and hopeful where there is no hope to be found, I’m afraid,” he said somewhat bluntly, deciding honesty was the best policy where making a marriage was concerned. He wouldn’t have this young woman led on about his intentions toward her another moment more.

      She nodded slowly, a frown marring her complexion. “That is what I suspected, but he was adamant that…”

      Drew inclined his head. “He’s mistaken.”

      “Oh,” she murmured softly. “I see.”

      Did she? He hoped she was not offended by his disinterest in her.

      The music began, and they danced, but Lady Eloise said nothing more after his confession. Had he upset her with his disinterest in marrying her? Could she really be surprised? She’d met his wife. There was very little similarity between the two.

      When the dance was over, he found himself steered around with subtle pressure toward a distant doorway, away from his father and her family. Alarmed, he glanced down at her. “What are you doing?”

      “Getting what I really want,” she said.

      Her tight smile was a little unnerving. Had she misunderstood that he wouldn’t be offering for her—no matter what she said or did? “Lady Eloise, I don’t think you understand…”

      Her face lit up in a smile, but it was aimed at a young man ahead of them. She made Drew stop in front of the fellow by digging her heels in and could not be moved. “My lord,” she said, beaming. “What a lovely surprise to see you tonight. I feared you’d be dancing with someone else.”

      The fellow, the very one Father had turned her away from earlier, appeared startled by her appearance, but offered Lady Eloise a genuinely delighted smile and bowed deeply. “Not yet, Lady Eloise. I feared we might never have a chance to speak tonight.”

      Drew was not introduced, and he stood silent on the sidelines, watching the brief press of fingers, the matching flushed cheeks as the pair revealed all the signs of a budding attachment. The besotted stares as they drank each other in wordlessly for a few minutes was decidedly awkward to watch.

      Drew had felt and behaved this exact way around his first wife before he’d blurted out a hasty proposal. Looking on, it was a devastating reminder of what he’d lost.

      He would have taken a step back, but Lady Eloise had a manacle grip on his arm. Drew couldn’t move away to allow them privacy to speak of their feelings. He had to stay and listen as the pair bumbled through his asking her to dance, and her breathless acceptance when he claimed the supper dance.

      When the card was returned, and more halting words were exchanged, Lady Eloise looked up at him suddenly. “You can return me to my family now, my lord.”

      He inclined his head, bemused by the exchange and by Lady Eloise ordering him about like he was almost a brother to her. “Of course.”

      He nodded to the besotted young man and then escorted Lady Eloise back toward her family. “You could have introduced me.”

      She fluttered her fan before her face. “To whom?”

      “To the young man who is clearly smitten with you, and you with him, I suspect,” he suggested. “I wonder if I might look forward to seeing him again many times in the years to come.”

      Lady Eloise blushed prettily and looked over her shoulder. When she turned back, her smile was strained as she whispered, “If you hold me in any affection at all, you will hold your tongue about him. My family…”

      “Enough said. I can forget everything I just didn’t see,” Drew promised without a moment’s hesitation. If Lady Eloise’s choice was not popular with her family, he was the last man who wanted to meddle. It could be true love, even if the fellow was poor as a church mouse. Only Lady Eloise should have the right to decide who was the man for her. It wouldn’t be Drew, and he was very glad she might have someone better in her sights.

      He returned her to a married female cousin. Stayed until Lady Eloise was approached by other bachelors and had the remaining spots on her dance card claimed for the later night.

      The smitten young fellow was nowhere to be seen now, though. Who exactly had he been? No one Drew had ever met before, certainly. After a time, Drew excused himself from Lady Eloise and left the ballroom, looking for other forms of excitement to be expected at a ball of this size.

      He went to the card room, won a small sum eventually, but in the end returned to the ballroom, biding his time as he waited for the right woman to appear.

      His next wife really was taking her sweet time putting in an appearance.

      So, he amused himself by discreetly keeping an eye on Lady Eloise as she was being swept around the dance floor by countless well-off gentlemen. When the smitten young man appeared to claim his turn before supper, her family started to whisper among themselves, clearly surprised and more than a little disapproving.

      Drew hid a smile as Lady Eloise and her would-be suitor swept past him. They had nothing but eyes for each other as they danced. His blunt words to Lady Eloise had been made at the right time, it seemed. He wanted her to set her sights on someone else, perhaps this young man, by whom she had a better chance of being loved in return. Either way, whatever happened in Lady Eloise’s life was none of his concern anymore. It never had been, either.

      Drew turned away. He was more than ready for his own match. More than committed now to finding someone who lit a spark in him. He wanted what he had with Clare again. He just hoped when he finally tied the knot, he was granted more wedded bliss than the first time. Fate couldn’t be so cruel as to shortchange him twice in his life.
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      Aurora Hillcrest accepted her dance card back, said goodbye to the last man who would dance with her tonight, and glanced at her oldest cousin. “There. Satisfied now?”

      “Yes. You need to be seen,” Mrs. Eugenia Berringer promised, offering an impish smile. “Now the business of the evening is arranged, I have to ask how many times Sylvia tried to get you to go away with them?”

      Aurora glanced about to see who was near enough to overhear her answer. “Seven directly, four indirectly when speaking to her husband and the dowager marchioness while I was in the room. And I had already declined,” Aurora Hillcrest answered with a grimace for her absent cousin’s persistence. “Of course, I would not go. I could have enjoyed two whole weeks away from London, but with one of them spent trapped in a carriage with Sylvia and her husband, and then another spent watching them take the waters in Bath for their health—of which mine is already excellent, by the way—it made the decision to refuse very easy.”

      Eugenia laughed softly. “A visit to the pump room ensures plenty of conversation might be had by all. They are going for the fresh air. It will be good for all of them to get away from the great city for even that long.”

      “It will be good for her husband. Wharton’s been looking harried of late.” Aurora shrugged. “Politics gets him riled up too easily.”

      “Chasing Sylvia about the house used to do the same thing,” Eugenia whispered, drawing close. “I thought some time away would do their marriage good, which is why I was so eager for them to go.”

      Aurora leaned against her cousin. “If you were trying to inflame their passions, why on earth did you suggest taking the dowager marchioness along with them?”

      Eugenia winked. “Wharton has to sleep sometime. Besides, Sylvia would never have left the dowager behind in London. She has old friends there, and I knew she was keen to see them again. She’s become nostalgic.”

      Aurora nodded, understanding why. The dowager was in good health now but early last year, she’d suffered through a dangerous surgery to remove a growth in her breast. She was only now professing to feel like her old self again. “You know, I’m not sure I’d want to travel anywhere with a mother-in-law.”

      “Only time will tell, and you’d have to be married first to ever know for certain if you would like the experience,” Eugenia said, giving her a pointed look that always led to a lecture about her unpopular opinion that she would never marry.

      Aurora shook her head quickly, drawing back. “Let’s not argue here.”

      “Very well, but I think it grossly unfair that you deny yourself a chance to be happy.”

      Aurora would make any man a poor wife indeed. Certainly, for anyone connected to the ton where a sterling reputation, family connections and fortune by way of a handsome dowry meant everything.

      Aurora glanced down at the costly delicate white silk creation she was wearing tonight. Once upon a time, she’d never have believed she could own something so very fine and elegant. Her cousins’ marriages had propelled her into a world she had been and still felt undeserving of.

      Aurora winced and lifted her chin. The past could not be changed, and this was her life. Accompanying her cousins about Town to the best events imaginable. She fixed a smile on her face and looked upon the happy guests chattering in the Castlereagh ballroom and tried to imagine she was one of them. Marriage may not be for her. Not ever. But she would never begrudge others their joy.

      Aurora could not bear to be an embarrassment to her cousins. She was a lady now. Expected to dance, smile, and be gracious at all times in public. She could no longer flirt with handsome strangers and be swept into a scandalous and brief dalliance. Sadly, of late there were few opportunities to meet anyone beyond the rarified circles she traveled in these days with her cousins.

      Once though, before her cousins’ marriages, she might have gone out to dance and encouraged anyone who caught her fancy. In these dignified circles, Aurora’s choices were severely curtailed. Marriage or scandal were her only options here, and a stolen kiss discovered was a guaranteed path toward a hasty marriage, especially for someone in her position.

      “Are you sure I cannot convince you to stay with me?”

      Aurora shook her head. “But thank you for the offer. Before I forget, will you be attending the Richmond Ball next week?”

      Eugenia sighed. “I am waiting to hear what the duke and duchess’ plans are before I make my own.”

      “As always now,” Aurora grumbled under her breath, hiding her disappointment.

      Eugenia’s social calendar seemed to be set at the whim of the Duke and Duchess of Exeter. Aurora hadn’t been able to make any plans with her cousin this season without them being consulted first. Once, Eugenia had been capable of making her own choices. That was the only complaint she had against Eugenia’s marriage.

      Her cousin looked her way suddenly. “Were you invited?”

      Aurora hadn’t had an invitation to go anywhere herself in a long time, and shook her head. With Sylvia’s abrupt departure from Town, she didn’t think it likely she’d be remembered at this late stage, either. And since Eugenia hadn’t made up her mind to go, she might miss out on what was being feted to be the event of the season, thanks to the tiny number of invitations doled out.

      That was how many events in Aurora’s life seemed to go of late, unfortunately. She went along with her cousins and nowhere else besides. But she shouldn’t complain. Her life had truly only begun to flourish when she’d moved to live with her cousins. That life had been good in the beginning. Adventurous. Just the three of them against the challenges the world doled out. But now her two cousins were married, and so well, there were no hardships to face unless one considered the pain of waiting for the next invitation to arrive.

      Aurora glanced at her gloved hands. Hands now so soft they might never have worked a day in her life. But she remembered them red and chafed. Of being poor and made to feel grateful for the roof over her head. Aurora knew first-hand how easily anything good could be taken away. She didn’t like to think what would have become of her without her cousins.

      At present, she was a perpetual guest of Lady Wharton, her married cousin Sylvia. And an infrequent visitor to Eugenia’s home with the Duke and Duchess of Exeter. Aurora hadn’t had a home of her own since she’d been a gullible child.

      She shied away from that train of thought quickly and forced a smile for the elegant couples swirling by.

      When Aurora looked ahead to the future, she imagined a series of nights similar to this. Yet she often felt uncomfortable. She’d had sufficient time to accept her situation could not be any different. Her freedoms were more restricted than ever. But they chafed.

      Aurora wished for excitement. To stage a little rebellion that no one else in society would discover. To follow her heart, not her head, and to hell with the consequences.

      But she wanted to belong, too. To give her cousins no reason to regret their support. Rejection, even the idea of it, was a fear that was never far away.

      Aurora strolled beside her cousin as they followed behind the duke and duchess, who were making the rounds. Discussing their plans for the season with those they met. Aurora kept silent, having none of her own to offer anyone.

      The more she heard, the more aware she became that she could not rely on her cousins’ company for the rest of her life. That was probably why they urged her to marry and marry well—like they had. When she had moved in with them years ago, Aurora had, like them, been determined to make the best of whatever came her way. But she had done it without ever defining what she wanted for her own life. Now it seemed her only option was to make them proud with a respectable marriage.

      But she could not do that for them. That would be reaching too far.

      A small life, where she might do some good, interested her more.

      Aurora had always resisted any ambition in her life, choosing to let fate surprise her time and again. Discovering now that she might want more for her life wasn’t a feeling she was used to. Or even liked. But something had to be done about her situation, and soon. She couldn’t keep following her cousins about like some stray animal they’d taken in.

      She had tried her hand at being a companion to an older lady, and while she had enjoyed the experience, she did not want to be at anyone’s beck and call. She wanted her own home. Somewhere she might choose to stay, the fabrics on the furnishings, the best China on the table, the servants who waited on her, and depended on her too. The time she went to bed and rose hadn’t truly been her decision for nearly a year now.

      Educating and tutoring bachelors and widows in improving their courtship techniques had not paid well enough to give three women all they’d needed, either.

      Could she ever have her own home? A place that was just hers, where she could be happy again, away from all this nonsense.

      She would rather remain in London, too, where she’d be near her cousins for at least half the year until they returned to their respective country estates. They were already living largely separate lives. But even a simple life in London would not come cheaply. She would likely have to work at something to create an income to support herself.

      They reached an open space in the ballroom, and Aurora was urged to take a place near the Duke of Exeter to look over the crowd.

      The crowd looked back, as usual.

      Aurora’s skin crawled to be under such marked scrutiny all the time.

      She edged a little farther away from her cousin and the duke, and immediately bumped into another guest. Aurora glanced up into Lord Scarsdale’s smiling eyes, and nearly groaned out loud.

      “Don’t mind me, Miss Hillcrest,” he murmured.

      “My apologies, my lord. I did not see you standing there,” she replied.

      He laughed loudly. “My dear Miss Hillcrest, you wound me. I thought I loomed large enough not to be overlooked by you.”

      “I’m sure you’re not overlooked by someone of greater importance,” she assured him, hoping no one heard him boasting again. Scarsdale was the last man she wanted to match wits with tonight, in her current mood. She had more important things to do than humoring his need for constant attention and praise. She was on the cusp of understanding what she really wanted for her life.

      “But you are the most important guest of all,” he assured her with a teasing wink.

      She groaned under her breath and did not rise to the bait.

      He lowered his head closer and whispered, “Is everything all right? You seem… I don’t know. Distracted, and not in a good way.”

      “I am the same as ever,” Aurora assured him. She snapped out her fan and beat it before her face like every other woman was, pretending the room was too hot for her. But behind its protective screen, she hid a sour expression. Scarsdale was the type of man to linger, even without any encouragement on her part.

      “No. You are out of sorts and just don’t want to admit it to me,” he whispered back. “I’ve known you too long to mistake that expression in your eyes and assume you are content. Is my flattery lacking its usual flair tonight, or is your mood on account of someone in particular?”

      “I don’t know what you could mean,” she replied, edging away from him, and hoping he’d take the hint to do the same.

      He winced. “You are still cross with me, I think, for my pursuit last year. You cannot blame a man for making an effort to charm you. I was in the wrong then, and have only wished to see you smile since.”

      “It is forgotten,” she promised the man. “But I hope your apology has nothing to do with Wharton letting it be known he offered to dower me this season?” Aurora murmured, meeting his gaze. “It was not so long ago that you thought me a foolish, gullible twit only fit to be seduced.”

      She and Scarsdale were not exactly friends, because of his past behavior. But they were frequent companions at balls and dinner parties this season. If he had been honest, she might have liked him more. But she had first met him as a would-be client of the Hillcrest Academy, an enterprise her cousins had created to earn a living helping gentlemen prepare for a future courtship.

      Scarsdale had been immediately taken on because a speech impediment afflicted him around women. But that had turned out to be an entirely made-up excuse for getting past their butler and to meet her in a more private setting.

      For a time, she had felt hunted by him. However, someone must have had a severe word in his ear because he had begun uttering endless apologies for his behavior whenever they met.

      He winced. “Can you blame a man for doing all he could to meet a lady as pretty as you? I did apologize to your cousins, too, for my deception when we first met,” he said, and then tugged on his waistcoat. “This is a new beginning. A new season, and I will never let you forget that you had much to recommend you then, too.”

      Aurora nodded to a former client as he passed by with a pretty lady on his arm. Scarsdale ought to be doing the same—looking for a wife for himself instead of trying to charm her into liking him better. “Are you to dance with anyone for the next set?”

      Scarsdale grunted and looked sour at the thought. “Lady Eloise. My mother arranged it. Again.”

      Lady Eloise. Large dowry. Excellent poise and long list of accomplishments that put her atop any list of prospective brides. Aurora liked to keep a catalogue of details about ladies hunting for a husband in her head, in case any one of them might suit a gentleman she knew. She had in the past often relied upon her knowledge to assist the gentlemen clients of the Hillcrest Academy. She did not need to do such things anymore, but old habits die hard.

      “Think of her dowry and connections if you must to endure the chore,” she suggested quietly, recalling Scarsdale’s need to eventually marry well to prop up the family fortune. He was not in desperate need yet, but more blunt would certainly increase his comfort in the coming years.

      Aurora had exactly the same need for funds, too, but would never consider marriage just to advance herself and secure a better future. But could matchmaking on her own ever pay her way through life? It was an idea she’d entertained before, but her cousins had dismissed the idea of her earning an income out of hand upon their marriages. Yet, if she did not intend to wed, she should do something worthwhile with her life. Matchmaking was certainly worth serious consideration again.

      Scarsdale leaned close, lowering his voice to reply, “While Lady Eloise is lovely to look at, she seems too prim.”

      Aurora struggled not to roll her eyes. He’d made a promise to dance with a duke’s daughter. He must honor it, or the young lady would suffer the ill effects of a careless slight. “Have you spoken to her beyond commenting on the weather and asking her to dance?”

      The earl shuffled his feet. “Not exactly.”

      “That is what I knew you would say.” She sucked in a breath. She had never directed any client so boldly before, but if she wanted to make a career of anything, matchmaking was a good place to start. Why not begin with Scarsdale? She hesitated only a moment before offering an opinion. “To have any chance with someone that green, you must make an attempt to get to know her,” she advised. “Draw her out. Use words, not your usual leer and wink and head toss technique. That only works on widows and bored wives. Be honest about your interest but go slow.”

      His cheeks colored but he didn’t protest that she misunderstood him. By not speaking, he avoided making promises he didn’t want to keep, too.

      Aurora had truly enjoyed the time she’d spent helping gentlemen conquer the marriage mart along with her older cousins, but it could be extremely frustrating with some clients.

      She had never lost her instincts, and knowing what men need and want were frequently two different things. The men she’d helped had often looked in the wrong direction when pursuing a bride. Scarsdale didn’t really need to marry a woman with the largest dowry. A modest fortune would do. He needed someone smart enough to keep him in line more. Lady Eloise would do for courting practice at the very least, until Aurora found him a better match.

      She would enjoy this.

      But first she had to sell him on the idea of making a well-considered match. “As the daughter of the Duke of Eastwick, Lady Eloise had respectable suitors aplenty, and a healthy dowry large enough to attract many more scoundrels into her orbit. But she is a bit of an unknown. Outwardly quiet and proper but her calm demeanor does not signify, in my opinion. I know many women who speak one way in public and change their tune markedly in private,” she warned him. “Lady Eloise could turn out to be exactly the sort of woman you need in your life.”

      Scarsdale at least seemed to consider what she had to say.

      She turned her head to regard the young lady, standing with her family on the far side of the ballroom. Why couldn’t she be for Scarsdale to marry?

      The longer Aurora looked, the more she wished to see them standing side by side. She might not be an easy conquest and Scarsdale needed a challenge in his life.

      Aurora turned back to Scarsdale and tilted her head in Lady Eloise’s direction. “You should not delay approaching her tonight.”

      Scarsdale glanced across the room again, saw other men loitering around Lady Eloise and grunted, the only acknowledgement that he’d detected potential rivals in the room.

      Aurora nodded. “You can tell me how charming you were to Lady Eloise and how she answered you later.”

      He leveled her with a sour look but stalked off toward the distant beauty with more enthusiasm than expected.

      If Scarsdale had begun the pursuit himself, and not had his mother manipulate him into asking for a dance with the young lady, Aurora might be more hopeful there could be a match in the making.

      However, Scarsdale had been given no choice, so of course he would be stubborn and grudgingly go. She held her breath and watched their initial exchange, fingers crossed as the woman turned to him with a smile of welcome.

      Aurora would find a way to turn her dream of earning her own way in the world once more into reality—but it might be done one reluctant lord at a time.

      “Ah, there you are at last, Miss Hillcrest,” a familiar deep voice murmured. “Good evening.”

      A shiver of unwanted tension raced over Aurora’s skin at the carelessly seductive timbre of the man addressing her. Lord Sullivan. She turned and looked up into the familiar face of her former client with a smile of welcome. But inside, she was filled with sadness.

      Lord Sullivan had been one of the more frequent callers to the Hillcrest Academy, and perhaps the most difficult for her, personally. He could not easily set aside his grief for the wife he still loved and missed, and the regret his son had died in childbirth haunted him. He was the first and only client Aurora had ever considered a lost cause. She’d tried to avoid him ever since the academy had closed.

      “My lord,” she answered, lowering her face as she dipped the earl a respectful curtsy. “It is good to see you again.”

      “And you. I had no idea you were attending. The Castlereaghs are old friends of the family,” Sullivan murmured, bowing to her. “Castlereagh attended Clare and Pip’s funerals.”

      Aurora had grown accustomed to hearing Sullivan mention his late wife and son, but it pained her just as much as it always had. The man never failed to bring up their names at least twice in any conversation.

      “The Castlereaghs are friends of Exeter’s, too, so here I am, as well.” She looked away from him, catching sight of Scarsdale doing the pretty by Lady Eloise still, and smiled.

      “A lucky circumstance for us all to have your company at any event. I paid my respects to Mrs. Berringer already, and then I saw you standing here alone,” Lord Sullivan murmured as he drew closer, and her lungs filled with the scent of his distinctive cologne.

      She struggled to breathe for a long moment, choosing silence over a response that might have come out as a moan. Why must such a tempting scent exist and be worn by this man? He must bathe in the cologne several times a day.

      She ought not to imagine him bathing naked. Nothing good could come of that wicked speculation. She suppressed another shiver though. “Thank you.”

      “I wonder if you might do me the honor of a dance tonight, Miss Hillcrest? Perhaps the dance before supper, so we might talk.”

      She winced. “I’m sorry, but my dance card is full,” she apologized.

      “Ah, I’m too late again.” He smacked his fist into his palm as if severely disappointed by the news. “I should have sought to secure a dance earlier.”

      She risked a deep sniff of his delicious cologne, a scent that never failed to curl her toes in her slippers, before she answered. “Another time, perhaps. Please don’t let me keep you, my lord. Do enjoy your evening.”

      “Of course, and the same for you.” Sullivan inclined his head, but the frown line between his eyes deepened as he met her gaze. “But first, before we part, Miss Hillcrest, perhaps you’d do me the honor of reserving me the supper dance at the next ball we both attend.”

      Aurora inclined her head graciously. “I should enjoy that very much,” she promised as her next partner approached. “The next dance is about to start.”

      Sullivan sighed heavily before striding off across the room, shoulders back, head turning this way and that as he likely looked for his next dance partner.

      Aurora welcomed her own partner and was swept onto the dance floor. Yet, she watched Sullivan’s long legs increase the distance between them with a heavy heart. He was handsome and wealthy. A nobleman in every sense of the word. He was good, and deserved to be happy, and Aurora hoped he would pick a bride this season.

      But there was something wrong with the earl…a shadow that would forever prevent him achieving true happiness. He was completely and utterly devoted to his dead wife and son still. No woman should have to compete with that.
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      Women had to be the most maddening creatures in existence, and Aurora Hillcrest was no different from all the rest. Normally, Drew was accustomed to knowing he could have anything he wanted just by crooking his smallest finger. But not tonight, it seemed. Even the one Hillcrest he most enjoyed dancing with was unavailable to him.

      Drew grimaced at another lost opportunity to dance with a woman he admired. But this felt the biggest snub of the evening. Should he care that a woman he’d paid to listen to his deepest, darkest fears seemed intent on avoiding him at every turn this season?

      He definitely did tonight.

      In the beginning of their acquaintance, Aurora Hillcrest had been so understanding. So helpful in absolving him of any guilt he’d felt over his need to remarry for the sake of his title and family. Did she not like him at all, now there were no funds changing hands? Had her overtures of friendship all been an act?

      Drew grimaced and noted the location of his dance partner for the next set, and then turned back to study Aurora Hillcrest once more. He had considered her as good a friend to him as her cousins, Lady Wharton and Mrs. Berringer, still were, but it seemed Aurora didn’t feel the same about him. Her married cousins treated his arrival far better, the same way they always had when he’d paid them to do so. The Hillcrest Academy might be no
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