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        Book 1:

        To Love a Rogue

        Rosalie Curtis

      

      

      After two failed seasons in London, Rosalie Curtis is taken in by her influential aunt, the Dowager Duchess Lady Lynch. During her stay in London, Rosalie meets Peter Farrell, a man she instantly connects with and who appears to be a true and honest gentleman. However, Rosalie soon discovers that the man is rumoured to be concealing a nefarious and sordid past…

      

      
        
        Book 2:

        To Steal a Duke’s Heart

        Grace Curtis

      

      

      
        
        Beautiful Grace Curtis sets her sights on handsome George Blackmore, the newly appointed Duke of Cromford. However, fate seems intent on keeping them apart. When the duke’s younger brother develops an interest in Grace’s friend, Grace is determined to bring the pair together so that she might see the Duke again – and steal his heart…

      

      

      

      
        
        Book 3:

        To Romance a Scoundrel

        Claire Curtis

      

      

      
        
        After disgracing herself in her first season in London society, Claire Curtis is sent to stay with family in the countryside. There, Claire is introduced to the Earl of Dalton, and they begin a courtship. That is, until she meets Mr Ruben Hawkins, a dashing rogue. Claire is drawn to him in the most vexing way and, suddenly, the earl seems dull in comparison…
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      After two failed seasons, Rosalie Curtis comes to live in London with her well-connected aunt, the Duchess of Lynch, for one last time. There, as fate would have it, a roguish, broad-shouldered man is introduced into her life. Mysterious Mr Farrell.

      Despite his poor reputation and sordid past, he manages to gain Rosalie’s trust – and a delicate connection is made. Yet sadly, he’s far from the suitor any family would wish for, and the duchess quickly attempts to turn Rosalie’s eyes away from Mr Farrell, where they land on the Marquess of Oakham, Julian Wareham.

      Charming, highly respected and rakishly handsome, the lord could flutter the heart of many a young woman – and Rosalie is no exception. How fortunate that Lord Oakham could ensure her future, and Rosalie’s family pressures her to marry the marquess.

      However, Rosalie won’t feel at peace until she solves Mr Farrell’s mystery. After all, he’s the one she can’t stop thinking about.

      The answers she finds will surprise everyone… What will Rosalie’s choice be, once she learns the truth? And will it bring her happiness, or a broken heart?
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      “It is absurd to believe that a year can pass in London with no man willing to bat his eye at a young and comely woman of some means. That two such years have passed, in succession, is not only absurd, it is insupportable.”

      There were several things wrong with Mrs Curtis’s statement, as far as Rosalie saw it. Still, she had no inclination to correct her mother. The woman viewed the world as she wanted it to be, and no neighbour or friend had ever been able to alter her vision to see things as they truly were. It was a trait that was shared by both of Rosalie’s parents and which, she suspected, was the glue that held their marriage, and their fragile pride, together.

      The weather was hot and stifling. In the fields, grass grew in tattered clumps in the dry, cracked earth. The leaves on the trees wilted from the heat, and all the beasts of the field were lying under the awnings of those trees, as if dead. Here and there, farmers and labourers went about their daily toil, each moving with a sluggishness that betrayed their suffering. Rosalie’s heart might have gone out to them, except she was more preoccupied with the conditions in the compact carriage that bore her down the dirt road.

      The seats were uncomfortable. The cushioning on them had worn away to nothing but fabric over the years, and somehow there was never the time to have them re-padded. The windows were dull and dirty. They always provided a grey view of the outer world, and there was no way to open them. To travel in the thing for any length of time was to surrender oneself to the misery of whatever elements the world threw at one. In winter, the carriage seats were colder than an iced-over stream. During the rains of autumn and spring, hidden cracks in the woodwork let the damp seep in. Now, in the height of summer, the carriage trapped in the heat of the sun and caused Rosalie to bake.

      “I do not know what your father is going to say when we return home.” Mrs Curtis shook her head. Her eyes were fixed on the window, but she did not seem to be looking at anything in particular. She seemed lost in her own world of dissatisfaction. Her chest heaved as she drew in a deep breath then let it out in a long sigh. “To think that there is not a single decent young man left in London who might consider the daughter of a gentleman in possession of a growing trade.” Another shake of her head followed, and she seemed ready to let out another sigh when her eyes suddenly moved to her daughter. The woman leaned forward and swatted Rosalie’s arm, forcing her to pay full attention. “Have you even been listening to a word I have been saying?”

      Rosalie shifted her weight on her seat and blinked several times. “Of course I have, mother.” A powerful need to yawn passed through her. Rosalie clamped her mouth shut to resist giving in to that urge. The last thing she needed was to have her mother’s foul mood exacerbate the situation. She straightened her back and looked at Mrs Curtis with a practiced expression of polite neutrality. It was the same face she had adopted when listening to many of the men she had been forced to meet over the last few months of parties, balls and social gatherings in London.

      Mrs Curtis’s eyes lingered on her daughter for a moment, her lips curling. It did not matter whether Rosalie was listening or not. She folded her arms and shook her head yet again. “I just know your father is going to be so disappointed to see us return like this, again. Goodness knows, it was hard enough for him to bear the first time around. It is cruel to put him through it all again.”

      Rosalie’s lips drew thin, and she kept her thoughts private. She would have liked to note that she was hardly thrilled, herself, to have spent two useless seasons in London in search of a husband. She would have liked to remind her mother that she did not relish returning to her friends in Bradford on Avon and telling them that her plain personality, plain face and plain hair had once again failed to gain the notice of any man in London. She would have liked to tell her mother that she was tired of the constant pressure put on her to find a husband of means. That she was tired of being saddled with the responsibility of increasing their family’s wealth and prestige for the sake of her father’s business. She had many, many things she would have liked to have said, but there was no point in saying anything. The road ahead was long, and it was better to suffer the ongoing cycle of her mother’s grumblings than to risk a real argument breaking out between them.

      It did not take long for Mrs Curtis’s complaints and worries to become self-sustaining once again. She spoke in long soliloquies worthy of a Greek drama as she bemoaned their situation. No input or even acknowledgement of her words was required once she was started on her rant. She had always possessed an interesting ability to carry on a conversation by herself, even when no one was listening to her. Meanwhile, Rosalie let her attention slip away, her mind and eyes returning to the passing countryside. Once again, she became aware of the suffocating heat in the carriage, and she squirmed as she felt a film of sweat form over her skin. She looked forward to the prospect of a bath when she returned home.

      Only one thought brought Rosalie any solace as she ignored her mother and tried vainly to ignore the heat: however bad the heat was out here in the open country, it had to be ten times worse in the city they had just quit.

      

      Unwilling to give up the hunt for a husband for her eldest daughter, Mrs Curtis had delayed their return to Bradford until late in June, well after the more eligible bachelors and connected families had abandoned London for the pleasures of the countryside. As the summer heat had begun to beat down in earnest on the capital, a stench had arisen that was almost intolerable to Rosalie. The sewage and filth that ran through the streets of London’s less desirable quarters baked under the sun’s oppressive glare, and the miasma of rotting refuse, waste and worse made Rosalie wonder how anyone could bear to remain in the city all through the year. She felt it was inevitable that any family who could escape the unbearable nightmare of summertime London would do so.

      The more Rosalie reflected on the repugnant horror of a depopulated and reeking summer in London, the more she was able to find peace in the stifling heat of the carriage. However, the more she reflected on the issue, the more she came to accept that it was not just the reeking odour of the capital that she was happy to be leaving behind. More than the bustle of bodies, more than the uncouth language, more than the stench and sewage and the noisome ruck that was London, Rosalie was grateful to be putting the business of looking for a husband behind her for another season.

      Of the three Curtis sisters, Rosalie was the least qualified to be the eldest. If the title of ‘eldest daughter’ could be awarded for some quality other than age, she would happily have passed the mantle on to her middle sister, Grace. Grace was more than qualified to lead the family into the arena of marriage. She had been blessed with soft porcelain skin, perfectly proportioned almond-shaped eyes with irises the colour of the cloudless sky and flowing golden curls. As her body had begun to grow into that of a woman, her beauty had only intensified. Rosie felt sure that when Grace came of age and made her debut in London next year, her sister would be able to capture the hearts of a dozen men within a week. That was the kind of person needed to lead their family into marriage.

      Rosalie let out her own, quiet sigh as she tried to make out her reflection in the carriage window. She could see only the faintest ghost of herself in the window pane, but it was enough. Truth be told, she knew well enough the various foibles of her physical beauty without having to see them. Her eyes were not the colour of a blue sky in summer. Her eyes were the quiet grey of a rainy autumn afternoon. Her skin had a ruddy hue, and her hair was just brown. Compared to her sister, compared to the elegant women of London’s high society, how was she ever to have caught the eye of a gentleman?

      “Of course, next year we are going to have to change your wardrobe.” Rosalie’s attention flickered momentarily back to her mother. Just how that woman was able to sustain a thread of conversation so long by herself, Rosalie could not even guess. Still, her own mind had provided little positive sustenance, and she begrudgingly returned to listening to what her mother had to say.

      “Did you see the cut of some of the dresses the women were wearing? The décolletage of their gowns… very French. It is not a style I could ever like or approve of, not the kind of thing a woman of modesty should wear of a Sunday. Even so, did you see the attention those women garnered from the men in the room?”

      Rosalie’s face wrinkled as she remembered the sight. Men had gathered like wolves around some of the most audaciously dressed women at London’s many functions and balls. No one dared call such women brazen, though. No, the women who walked about with fully half their chests on display were fashionable, modern and elegant.

      “Over the next few months, we must work to make you some new dresses that accentuate your own assets, dear. I do not want to see you ignored by other men simply because your ball gown rides an inch higher on the collar.”

      “Mother!” Rosalie’s eyes widened, and she sat up straight in her seat. She could scarcely believe what her mother was suggesting. Her own mother was now looking to display her like a piece of meat for men to drool over. She had not minded so much when she was being introduced to men in a polite manner, to make conversation, but Rosalie could not abide the thought of being dressed to provoke a man’s more carnal gaze.

      “Do not act so indignant, dear. We have spent two years, now, trying to find a man of suitable wealth who might accept you. If we are to be forced to tread this path again next year, then we must do more to entice men to consider you as a viable partner.” Mrs Curtis’s eyes suddenly seemed to be roving over her daughter’s figure in a way that Rosalie didn’t like.

      “Mama, I would rather wait three more years to find a husband than settle for some man who finds my best feature to be the cut of the neckline on my gown.” Rosalie took a deep breath, suddenly very aware of the way her chest heaved as she breathed in. The whole conversation embarrassed her deeply, and she was forced to return her attention to the world outside the carriage.

      “Now don’t you turn away and make yourself out to be more virtuous than I. Of course, I would not let you marry some cad who can’t keep his eyes straight in conversation. Still, you have to allow that a more daring look for you would not hurt in bringing you a little more attention.”

      Rosalie’s jaw tightened as she tried to rein in her indignation. “Can we not discuss this now, mother? It will be a full six months before we next return to town. Surely your grand plans to wed me to some young lord or merchant can be put to one side, at least till we return home?”

      Mrs Curtis’s forehead furrowed as her brows drew together. She rolled her eyes in a deliberate manner and let her body slouch. For a few precious moments, silence filled the carriage. It was only for a moment, though.

      “You must promise me not to speak of our time in London to your father, nor answer any questions he may ask you when we return home.” There was a very subtle difference in Mrs Curtis’s face now. The difference between annoyance and serious concern was very slight, and it was the kind of facial cue only a daughter could recognise.

      Rosalie tensed as she thought of her father. “I promise I have no intention of breaking the news to him, Mama.”

      While her mother could be a bother with her endless plans and schemes to see her wed, Rosalie’s father was a different creature altogether. He desired to see Rosalie and all his daughters marry. More than this, he wished to see them marry well above their station, and to bring rich, new relatives into his acquaintance who might help him expand his woollen mill business. It was his driving vision to purchase up all the rival mills in Wiltshire and one day become the principal purveyor of fine woollen goods to London. He had notions of his mills becoming influential in London fashion and clothing. It didn’t matter to him that London fashion had almost no interest in wool; he insisted that fashions would change with the rise of his company. All he needed was an investor who would help fund his dreams. Having been unable to secure such a financial backer from among his friends and neighbours, Mr Curtis had put the burden of his dreams onto his three daughters. Their marriages, he determined, would provide the kind of sons-in-law who would help support his vision and see him become the great man of industry he yearned to be.

      Mrs Curtis sniffed and scratched the corner of her nose. “I do not know how your father will take the news. You had best be prepared for his descending into an intractable mood.” Her mother’s stone-coloured eyes drooped as both travellers fell into a despondent quietude.

      

      It was late when Rosalie and Mrs Curtis arrived back at their home in Bradford on Avon. Though it was the height of summer and the sun clung stubbornly to the sky till long past eight o’clock, the world had gone dark, and the waxen moon cast a silver light on the small, familiar town. As the carriage drew up to the door of their home, Rosalie noted the few lights emanating from inside the house. The only strong light came from Mr Curtis’s office. It was more than likely that Grace and Claire had already retired for the evening. Father would be sitting in the corner of his office. He would not be working. He would have a glass of wine or perhaps a brandy in hand and would be staring at his bookshelf, pretending to be deep in thought. One of the ways in which he tried to present himself as a man of business was by emulating the lifestyles of the very rich merchants. He did not know any such men personally, but he had a very strong idea of how such men lived and was quite certain they would stay up long into the night wasting good money sipping expensive alcohol and staring thoughtfully into space.

      Despite the sound of the carriage wheels crunching over the gravel path outside their home, no one stirred or came to the door to greet Rosalie or Mrs Curtis. The two women stole into the house like thieves, both hoping that they might avoid a meeting with Mr Curtis or anyone else. Though it was inevitable that Mr Curtis would hear all that occurred in London, both mother and daughter hoped for one restful night in their own beds before they had to deal with the consequences of another failed season in the capital.

      In the entranceway, Mrs Curtis quietly shooed away the maidservant who came to wait on them. In a hushed whisper, she begged her not to disturb Mr Curtis from his work. She bade her give them light and then take their things to the drawing room for sorting in the morning. The maid glanced fretfully towards Rosalie as she nodded her understanding. It seemed even the household staff were aware of what her failure to secure a husband would mean. Rosalie knew she should not put others’ happiness before her own. Even so, she could not help feeling a little guilty knowing how her disappointing second season in London would adversely affect all who lived with her.

      After months away from home, Rosalie was pleasantly surprised by how familiar and safe her own room felt. Despite having only the light of a small candle to guide her, she felt entirely at ease as she wandered the space. The comfort of home was the first truly good feeling she had felt in weeks, and she found her worries and fears ebbing away to a dull ache in the back of her mind as she crawled into her own bed and found sleep.
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      Rosalie’s return home was met without ceremony. It was almost as though she had never left. At breakfast, no mention was made of London or her five-month absence. Both her sisters talked casually of the weather, their plans for the week and the chores to be done. Mrs Curtis gave orders to the servants and attended to matters of housekeeping, and Mr Curtis sat at the head of the table eating his breakfast in loaded silence. His eyes roved listlessly about the room as he ate his toast. Each bite was made with ferocity, his teeth tearing at the food as if he were a fox pulling apart a rabbit’s carcass. Without saying a word, he made his mood clear to everyone. Equally clear to everyone was the result of Rosalie’s second outing to London in search of a husband.

      Only when Mr Curtis had taken his coffee and stalked out of the dining room to his office did the atmosphere in the house clear somewhat. Mr Curtis was a creature of habit, especially when irritated, and his actions were as predictable as the flow of water in a river. The women sat silently for a few moments, listening to the sound of his footsteps receding down the hall. Though naturally heavy-footed, Mr Curtis had a way of making his actions doubly audible when roused to anger. His footsteps were like the beat of a drum, and the sound of his office door being slammed shut was loud enough to make Mrs Curtis jump in her seat. Even the click of the key in the lock could be easily discerned, and it was only when the women were sure Mr Curtis was safely shut in his private sanctuary that they began to speak freely.

      Grace, always the bold one, was first to speak. She leaned across the table, her voice a furtive whisper. “You have really gone and put us all in it this time. I bet you three shillings he will be like this for a month, and I do not want to spend the whole summer walking on eggshells in our own home.” She sat back in her chair and pouted. She looked at the half-eaten piece of toast she held in her hand and threw it casually back onto her plate before running her hand through her long, golden locks. When this was not enough to ease her mood, she turned to look out of the window at the garden.

      Claire, only fifteen years old and possessed of a measure of the same shyness that Rosalie suffered from, wound a lock of her chestnut hair around her index finger as she prepared herself to speak. “I don’t think it is so objectionable at all that you did not find a man to your liking. It is not right that couples should be bullied into a marriage before either is sure of their feelings. Certainly, I would not condemn myself to a husband I was the least bit unsure of.” Claire reached over and took Rosalie’s hand in hers. “I think you are very brave.”

      Grace rolled her eyes and let out a heavy sigh as she slouched further into her chair. “You’ve been reading far too many novels, Claire. They are rotting your brain. How do you even know Rosalie was busy turning down men she did not approve of? For all you know, she likely repeated her mistakes of last year and never spoke to a single gentleman all the season through.”

      “That is not true!” Rosalie spoke as loudly and as forcefully as she dared. Her eyes flicked to Mrs Curtis for support, but her mother just shrugged.

      “Rosalie made a more promising showing, to be sure. There were, to her credit, two young men who displayed a modicum of interest.” Mrs Curtis’s eyes drifted off to some unknown realm of fancy for a moment. Rosalie guessed she was imagining a happier scene, where one of those two young men had been bold enough to make a proposal. When the fantasy had passed, Mrs Curtis’s jaw visibly tightened. “Progress or not, it was still a poor showing. I am positively embarrassed to think of begging your father to finance yet another season in London for us, after this. He has already sworn never to waste good money on such endeavours again.”

      That admission got Grace’s attention, and her back straightened up at once. “You cannot mean that I will not get my debut? I promise I will not make light of the opportunity or treat London like a game!”

      Mrs Curtis offered a reassuring smile and patted the back of Grace’s hand. “I did not mean for you and Claire, dear.” She looked back to Rosalie, her eyes glistening with sadness. Rosalie knew her mother did not like to speak harshly of any of her daughters. All she had ever wanted was to see the three of them marry as well as her own more fortunate sister had done. Still, it was hard for her to be sympathetic when she was being so openly criticised.

      Taking her time to sip her tea, Rosalie tried to maintain an air of indifference. She did not wish her mother or sisters to guess how strongly their disparaging words affected her. “If that is the way it has to be, I will happily move aside for Grace. I am sure she will do far better in the company of London’s finest than I ever could.” She noticed the slight upward lift of Grace’s lips at that moment. “I am happy to stay at home and see what luck I might find with the gentlemen of our own neighbourhood.”

      Mrs Curtis snorted. “You will do no such thing. Until such a time as we can find a partner of suitable standing for one of you, I will not hear any mention of one of my daughter’s marrying some ‘local gentleman’. I will not see doors closed to us by one of you marrying beneath you.”

      Rosalie opened her mouth to speak but faltered. She wanted to counter that none of the local gentlemen could be considered beneath their family socially. Though it was an unmistakable truth, her mother would surely disagree, and Rosalie could not afford to put her parents in a worse humour.

      “Well Grace, you’ll have to consider making fewer visits to the village for the foreseeable future, then.” Claire had a slightly superior smile on her face as she spoke, but this vanished the moment Grace shot her a warning glare. Rosalie did not know what secret had just passed between the two sisters. Still, it was clearly a matter of some seriousness and not for their mother to know. She put the observation to the back of her mind, to be addressed later.

      

      It was only when Mrs Curtis excused herself to talk with her husband that the three sisters were able to talk as freely as they wished. Though each was possessed of a personality the antithesis of the others, the three were bound by the equal burden of their mother and father’s expectations. This unfortunate arrangement meant that, despite quarrels, differences of opinion and worse, there was always a sense of unity between the three. They had long ago learned to depend on each other when their parents’ expectations and warped worldview made their lives difficult.

      Stepping into the drawing room, far away from their father’s office, the three girls let out grateful sighs. Grace immediately capitalised on the opportunity to take the softest chair in the room, falling casually into it and letting her legs dangle over the arm. She could be the epitome of perfect breeding and sophistication when she wanted to be. However, as long as no one important was looking, she relaxed her manners.

      Claire, free-spirited and given to romanticism, sat on the window seat, her knees drawn up to her chest. She held a book in her hand, but her attention flickered between the pages and the playing out of the day outside. Rosalie noticed the lack of shoes on Claire’s feet as she took a seat by Grace.

      Rosalie had been teased, in the past, about her deportment when not in company. Unlike Grace, she could not turn off the niceties of propriety on a whim. She sat with her hands drawn over her knees and, on seeing a half-finished piece of embroidery on the side table, immediately put herself to work. She was the epitome of a good, well-bred girl.

      Even the styles of the clothes the three girls wore reflected their vastly contrasting personalities. Rosalie wore an auburn dress that had no frills or fancy work on the hem, neckline or sleeves. Once, before when she had worn it, Grace had joked that the thing looked like the habit of some French monk.

      Grace had an eye for fashion, and as soon as she could fill out a dress properly, took to wearing the kind of provocative gowns that were now proving so popular in London. Her mother had been forced to talk to her, more than once, about the décolletages she was given to wearing. Now though, with London fashions seeming to win out over moral decency, it was likely that Grace would be given licence to wear more of those risqué gowns she so liked. Even now, at home, with no company to impress, Grace insisted on wearing a morning gown that could easily have been mistaken for evening wear. It was white muslin overlaid with black lace netting. Little flowers had been stitched into the lace design. It was expensive work and not something to be worn when lounging about as she was.

      Finally, Claire’s morning dress was a light, flowing, green dress that hugged her slightly thinner frame. She enjoyed light, airy clothes at all times of year and was usually the first to catch a cold in autumn. All in all, they made for a very odd trio, and it was well that few saw them like this.

      “So, tell me Grace, just what did Claire mean when she said you will be making fewer visits into town for the foreseeable future?” Rosalie did her best to keep her eyes down on the needlework she was engaged in. She did not wish Grace to suspect that the matter had been on her mind since breakfast. Grace would be more likely to talk openly if the subject was brought up casually.

      Grace let her head loll backward and she groaned. For a moment, it seemed as if this was all the answer she would give to her sister’s query. When she sat upright again, she shot Claire the same acrimonious look she had given her at the breakfast table. “It is absolutely nothing at all, and I know you are going to make a fuss about it if I tell you, which was why I wished it left private, Claire.”

      “I will make a fuss?” Rosalie tried to maintain a neutral tone, even though warning bells were already starting to peal in her mind.

      Grace chuckled and shook her head. “You are so transparent, trying to act uninterested. I may as well tell you the whole thing, though it really is a trifle. You have to promise me, though, that you will not mention a word of this to Mama.”

      Rosalie pursed her lips. The need for secrecy between them was nothing new, but it did not bode well for whatever Grace had to reveal. “I have not let you down yet, have I?”

      Grace didn’t answer her but began to spill her secret. “While you and mother were dithering around in London in search of a husband for you, Claire and I enjoyed another pleasant spring of Father focussing on his work and letting us run our lives as we saw fit.”

      “It must have been pleasant for you,” Rosalie admitted. She could not deny that she wished she had had the opportunity to enjoy a summer to herself without her parents breathing down her neck.

      “It really was,” Grace answered casually, not seeming to care for Rosalie’s thoughts. “To make a short story very short, I used the opportunity to reacquaint myself with Thomas.”

      “Thomas?” Rosalie’s eyes widened a little as she repeated the name. “Do you mean the Cooper’s youngest boy?”

      “Yes,” Grace answered in a very matter-of-fact manner. “He is working as a stable boy at the changing post.”

      Rosalie gave a cautious nod. “I see.”

      Claire had lowered her book now and glanced at her sisters. “What Grace is trying to say is she has been courting the poor boy all through the spring.”

      “Courting him?” Rosalie put down the embroidery at once and stared at Grace with what she hoped was a sufficiently severe expression.

      Grace snorted and continued to lounge casually in her chair. She didn’t even bother to look her sisters in the eyes, focusing instead on her own cuticles, feigning casual boredom. “Hardly courting. If you must put a name to it, I suppose you could call it… a harmless flirtation.”

      Rosalie took a deep breath. She didn’t feel she could get much from Grace on the issue, so turned her focus to Claire. “Tell me what this is all about, Claire. Spare me no details.”

      Claire turned around on the window seat, letting her bare feet dangle over the edge. “She’s been leading the poor boy about the village, hiding in blind alleys and whispering sweet nothings in his ear. He has earned a lot of ire from his masters for being absent from his post, thanks to Grace tempting him away from his work.”

      Grace chuckled. “That is not at all my fault. I have never forced him to accompany me out into the fields at any time. He was more than capable of telling me he had work to do. If he can’t prioritise his life properly, it is his problem and not my concern at all.”

      “You’ve been wandering out in the fields with him… unaccompanied?” Rosalie suddenly wished she had been firmer with her mother when she had extended their stay in London.

      “Yes! And I will tell you another secret, sister.” Grace smirked and leaned in close to Rosalie’s ear conspiratorially. “We are secretly engaged and plan to run away to Gretna Green before the summer is out.” Grace’s upturned lips irritated Rosalie. Even with the shock of these revelations, she was still able to tell when her sister was trying to bait her with lies.

      “Do not make light of this. Even if it is nothing more than a game or harmless flirtation to you, there is no telling how he might view it. What if he comes calling on Father, asking for your hand?”

      Grace laughed again and stood up. She took a few steps toward the centre of the room. There was an air of smug superiority in the way she held her chin so high, while looking down at them. “You are both such dramatists. I promise you, Thomas knows full well what we have enjoyed is just a passing fancy. He is too sensible to think, for a moment, that I would actually desire any kind of future with him. This is… merely the playing out of our childhood friendship to its natural conclusion; a simple amusing diversion for us to enjoy before we go our separate ways in life.”

      Claire shook her head and opened her book once more. “I don’t know how you can be so casual in affairs of the heart.”

      “Well, that is because you haven’t encountered any type of love that wasn’t written in one of your pretty little novels. Just you wait till you are a little more grown up.” Grace walked over to her younger sibling and patted her on the head just as some patronising parent might.

      “I should remind you that you are not out in society yet, Grace. Don’t go pretending you are some authority on romance,” Rosalie chided.

      Grace did not seem at all concerned. If anything, she seemed as amused with Rosalie as she was with Claire. “The way I see it, I am far and away the foremost authority on romance in this house. Claire has no knowledge of any man who wasn’t a character in the pages of a book, and you have failed for two years in a row to even find a man willing to take interest in you…”

      The atmosphere in the room changed in an instant.

      “Rosalie… You know I was only teasing you. I didn’t—”

      Rosalie sighed and stood from her chair. “It is really no matter,” she lied. She took a moment to iron out the creases in her dress. As much as she wanted to run out of the room, she held her composure and made a more dignified exit. “I still have a number of things to unpack.”

      “Rosalie…” Grace said her name again but was unable to find any other plea or words to follow it up.

      “I won’t tell father or mother what you told me about Thomas Cooper. But, for your sake, you had best cut off this foolish ‘flirtation’ you are having.”

      

      Stepping out of the drawing room, Rosalie took several deep breaths in the corridor. She half expected Grace to come after her. She was simultaneously relieved and disappointed when the drawing-room door remained closed and neither of her sisters attempted to pursue her. She dabbed her eyes with the right-hand sleeve of her dress and bit her bottom lip as she focused on maintaining a regular and steady rate of breath. Only when she was sure she had control of her emotions did she let herself move on.

      Rosalie walked as if she was clockwork. Her body moved rigidly as if it was not her own to control—an automaton. She had to force her legs to propel her up the flight of stairs to her bedroom. Only there could she allow herself the moment of weakness she craved.

      As soon as she was inside, she closed and locked the door. Her shoulders slumped and she shuffled listlessly to her bureau. A plain oval mirror stood on her desk and she gazed at her reflection in the glass. As she had in the carriage down from London, she began to recount her flaws, starting, as she always did, with her eyes: the colour of a rainy autumn sky.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      After a full week at home, Rosalie found herself settled back into the familiar routine and rhythm of what she considered to be normal life. Her father still refused to speak to her unless necessity prompted it, but other than this, she felt as though she had never left. Doing chores, sewing and taking walks in the garden kept her mind busy and well enough engaged that she was almost able to suppress the memory of the last five months, living in a somewhat lacklustre rented home in the unfashionable end of London.

      Despite the acrimony that had come between herself and Grace on her first day at home, Rosalie resolved to reconcile herself to her sister and made a point of accompanying her on her trips into the town. She told herself such private walks together would be good for setting aside their differences and might help cure the rift that had developed between them, a rift no doubt caused by her long absence away from her family.

      Once again, the weather had turned out hot and unforgiving. The river Avon, which ran through the middle of the town, was flowing noticeably lower than it did most summers. Reeds and grasses that normally swayed happily under the water floated listlessly like dead fish on the surface. In the distant fields, men could be seen working with their shirts open or else wholly discarded. This sight seemed of particular interest to Grace, who exhibited no shame as she stopped to admire the view of the farmers going about their labours.

      Both sisters wore rather loose morning gowns. It was too hot for anything more extravagant. Even Grace had given up wearing her usual finery, in order to better cope with the oppressive air. Still, she maintained a spring in her step and radiated her natural beauty, despite the lack of ornamentation to accentuate it.

      “Father mooted something rather curious while you were off hiding in the corners of the house last night.” It was the first word either of them had spoken for at least a mile. Grace’s voice was halting and hesitant as she spoke. With neither having brought up the unpleasantness that had passed between them so many days ago, all words traded between them seemed to rest on a knife-edge.

      “Oh yes? Is it a new scheme for attracting some visiting merchant to invest in his precious mill?” Rosalie forced herself to smile as she spoke. It was hard, but she wanted things with her sister to be easier. She had to show willing to put the past behind her.

      “No. He actually asked Mama if you had tried to call on Aunt Lynch while you were in London.” Grace’s warm blue eyes darted to her sister, eager to see her reaction to the news. She still seemed too nervous to keep her gaze on Rosalie for long, though.

      “He really brought her up?” Rosalie couldn’t deny this truly was news. “I can’t imagine Mama was best pleased. I am probably lucky I am only hearing about this second hand. What exactly did he have to say about her?”

      Grace’s confidence seemed to build and she skipped a few paces ahead of Rosalie. Spinning about, she began to walk backwards, so she could look at her sister properly while they talked. Once she had something really juicy to say, Grace could seldom remain quiet. “It seems, after an evening drinking brandy and fretting over all he had heard about your stay in London, Father determined to write to our aunt, and he actually sent off a letter to her, without either reading it over or consulting with Mama first. I can’t even guess how much he must have drunk to believe that was a good idea.”

      Rosalie’s eyes widened and her lips drew thin. She could only imagine how this news would have gone down with their mother. With their moods already inflamed, this move by her father would have only added fresh fuel to the fire. “Did he say what was in the letter?”

      Grace shrugged her shoulders and swivelled about once again to face the road they walked down. “I am not sure that he even knows the half of what he put inside it. I think he was perhaps asking for advice in finding us poor girls husbands.”

      Rosalie nodded. “She made no reply, did she?”

      Grace smiled. “No. He sent the letter shortly after you returned home, so it is doubtful she intends to respond… same as always. I think Father just wanted to admit to the lapse in judgement and get it off his chest.”

      Rosalie hadn’t noticed the moment when her shoulders had become so tense, but her body relaxed as Grace finished speaking. It was a good thing Aunt Lynch had not made a reply. Such a letter would have been sure to incense their mother and cause no end of trouble for them all.

      

      Aunt Lynch, or the Duchess of Lynch, to use her proper title, was Mrs Curtis’s younger sister. Three years younger than Mrs Curtis, Aunt Lynch was not even out in society before her older sister married a promising young gentleman of business. As Rosalie had heard it from her mother, her aunt had never taken to Mr Curtis, declaring from the start that the man was all talk and no action. She quite brazenly attacked his dreams of expanding his family’s woollen business into an empire. Her parents had censured her for such outspokenness, and Rosalie’s mother had become more distant from her sister as they argued over her choice of husband. However, their sisterly bond had not truly crumbled until their aunt had married far more auspiciously than anyone could have expected.

      Aunt Lynch’s marriage to a young and dashing duke had caused quite a stir in London, at the time. Young Lord Lynch had been known to have his eye on a Lady Barrington at the time Rosalie’s aunt had arrived in London in search of a husband. With her older sister already married, no one had had any expectations for the young girl to do better in marriage than some gentleman merchant with a dependable trade. So when, against all expectations, she had managed to steal the heart of Lord Lynch away from Lady Barrington and set herself up as a woman of the peerage, Mrs Curtis’s sister immediately became the apple of their mother and father’s eyes.

      Mrs Curtis had insisted on remaining civil to her sister, never poking her nose in or making any comment on the deplorable way her sister had contrived to separate Lord Lynch and Lady Barrington. By all accounts, Rosalie’s mother had struggled for several years to maintain cordial relations with her sister and to not give in to envy at her younger sibling’s better situation.

      However, when Mrs Curtis began to write to her sister regarding her husband’s business, the great rift in their family had been forged forever. Mrs Curtis insisted she had never directly asked her sister for money, but from time to time she would petition her sister to speak to her wealthy husband about the possibility of investing in Mr Curtis’s woollen mill business. The duchess had refused flat out to do such a thing. In a frank and mean-spirited letter, which Mrs Curtis had burned after reading, the Lady had reiterated her lack of confidence in Mr Curtis, accusing the man of being a dreamer with ambitions loftier than his reach and capacity.

      Since that day, the two sisters had communicated but rarely. They did, naturally, exchange terse letters once a year at Christmas, and the duchess had sent longer, more thoughtful letters on the births of each of her nieces. Aside from these, however, the only time they had spoken was on the occasion of Lord Lynch’s untimely death, some years ago.

      To Rosalie, the duchess was an enigma, albeit a slightly inconvenient one. Although she knew the woman could bear her and her sisters no conceivable malice, the mention of her name always sent their mother off in the worst of moods. Consequently, Rosalie could not think of her aunt without feeling her own engrained kernel of resentment at the woman.

      That her father had reached out and contacted the woman who had, for so long, belittled him and his wife was proof of the desperation Rosalie had driven her parents to.

      

      On reaching the town centre, Rosalie found herself too caught up in her own private thoughts to think too long on her sister. When she caught sight of some friends she had not seen in months, Rosalie was happy for Grace to excuse herself and go looking for fabrics at the local tailors. She barely even looked back at her sister as she walked across the street and embraced her friends one by one, noticing with delight the tell-tale ring one of them wore on her finger.

      For the next two-and-a-half hours, Rosalie was treated to all the gossip and news from Bradford on Avon. A lot had come to pass over the spring by all accounts. Of her three closest friends, one had married a local farmer, Mr Owen, another was expecting to hear Mr Ellis’s proposal any day now, and the third had garnered the eye of the rather handsome parish parson. Rosalie was amazed and quietly jealous of the success all three had enjoyed and appreciated her friends’ sympathy as she was forced to own up to her second unsuccessful season in London.

      “Are you finding yourself bullied out by the grander ladies of London?” the newly married Mrs Owen asked. The four were now drinking tea together in the town’s tea room, and all attention had turned to Rosalie.

      “I can’t say it is at all pleasant trying to compete with such women. More times than I can count, I found myself standing next to a woman whose silk gloves were worth more than every stitch I had on my body.” Rosalie offered a brave smile and shook her head. “More than that, the gentlemen of London are all so…” she paused, as she tried to find the right word. “They’re so busy. First meetings are conducted in great haste, and you must rely solely on first impressions to get the measure of any man’s character. Most will only grant you a few minutes of their time before rushing on as if their coattails were on fire.”

      Mrs Owen nodded continually as Rosalie spoke of her troubles. “It must be hard. I was fortunate, with my dear Edmund, that we have been practically next-door neighbours since we were children,” the other two women muttered approvingly as they sipped their tea.

      “I do wish I might have been allowed to find a man from among the gentlemen here at home.” Rosalie let out a deep sigh and put down her cup. “I cannot say there has ever been any man from among my acquaintances here whom I have secretly yearned for or wanted for a husband. But just knowing the quality of the men in these parts, having seen them every day of my life and grown up with them sets me at ease. If any man in Bradford were to ask for my hand, I would know his character fully and could make an informed decision before giving my answer. In London, all the gentlemen blur into one, and they expect your good opinion from first introductions. The moment they sense hesitancy, they find themselves some bolder girl who is more inclined to dance with a complete stranger.”

      “I can’t imagine a more ghastly thing,” Mrs Owen said. She put down her cup and rubbed Rosalie’s back reassuringly. “Still, you have said your father is not likely to return you to London for a third season. Between the three of us ladies, I am sure we can find you an amiable man from amongst our acquaintances. One who has yet to realise how beautiful you are under those conservative dresses you are so fond of wearing.”

      Rosalie laughed. She did not mind it when her closest friends teased her for her choice of gowns; they had earned the right over the years, and their jibes never felt malicious. As she considered the prospect of her three closest friends working together to engineer a match for her, Rosalie couldn’t help but feel a little hope for the year ahead. There would be the autumn assemblies, of course, and Mrs Owen had already made her a promise of dinner at her new home with her husband.

      

      By the time the group parted, Rosalie had quite forgotten Grace. She wandered the familiar streets of her hometown with a smile on her face, taking in all the facets of the place that had remained the same since she was a girl. London and the wider world were for other people. Whether her parents wished it or not, Rosalie felt as if she had no business mingling in the capital or trying to move beyond quiet and peaceful Bradford on Avon.

      As she turned a corner, her eyes alighted on the coaching inn. The whinnying of the horses in the stable caught her ear, and she suddenly became aware of a particular danger she had sought to guard her sister against. Looking up and down the street, she could not spy her sister anywhere, and in no time at all, her feet were marching to the coaching inn to inquire if her sister had been seen by any of the workers there.

      The stablemen had seen her loitering near the inn about an hour or so ago and said she had disappeared shortly after. They pointed Rosalie in the general direction Grace had taken and suggested she might run into one of their boys on her travels, who had but lately been given leave to run an errand. Rosalie could easily guess just which boy they were referring to and knew full well that he likely had no errand in mind except to escort her sister into some quiet corner of the town.

      

      For fifteen minutes, Rosalie strode through the town at a determined and brisk pace as she searched to and fro. She tried to think of all the corners and darkened ways her sister could be hiding in and systematically checked each one, her mind filled with all the scandalous horrors Thomas Cooper might be trying to wreak on her naïve younger sister.

      As she turned her head to look along the river path from the bridge, she finally spied her sister. Grace was sat, hidden among some rushes, leaning casually on the shoulder of a man Rosalie took to be Thomas. Seeing her sister in such easy repose, seeming not even to care that she might be seen by a passing neighbour, sent a wave of righteous indignation through Rosalie, and she immediately made for the path. She looked back only once to ensure she was not being spied upon and then coughed loudly, several times. She had no desire to be forced to drive the boy away from her sister and was relieved to see her coughing fit startle both Thomas and Grace to their feet.

      Grace blushed to see her sister, but she then turned to Thomas and squeezed his hand. Seeming not to care that she was about to receive a scolding, she even leaned into his ear and whispered some secret to him. Rosalie’s cheeks flamed with embarrassment for her sister and also with anger, that Grace could be so reckless. She tried her best not to show her annoyance as she stopped a metre from them.

      “Grace, you’ll come away at once; we’re going home.” Rosalie’s words were spoken very deliberately and very slowly. She had not been in the habit of parenting her sisters before, but then Grace had never shown such a severe lack of judgement before.

      Grace offered an apologetic smile to Thomas and actually leant in closer to him and kissed his cheek before walking silently away. The boy gave her no parting words but grinned idiotically as he watched Rosalie escort Grace back up the path and into the town.

      “I do not know how you can call what I just witnessed a harmless flirtation,” Rosalie admonished her when they were far enough away. “Sitting alone in that man’s arms, in broad daylight, by the river! I am surprised the whole town hasn’t noticed the two of you carrying on together if you have been that daring in public.” Rosalie remained purposefully by Grace’s side. She did not trust her sister to remain with her and did not wish to lose sight of her for a second.

      “Really, Rosalie? You talk as if the entire town is constantly on the lookout for young men and women out alone.” She smiled at a passing neighbour and waved as though nothing at all were out of the ordinary before continuing. “I do not know if you have ever observed this phenomenon, but most folks have jobs and places to be and thoughts of their own to preoccupy them. The only people who might have disturbed us would have been the occasional boater, and they are far too conspicuous not to be seen coming.”

      “Well, I was able to find you easily enough,” Rosalie retorted with some pride.

      “You were looking for me, though. No one else in this town ever is.” Grace sighed and shook her head. “Anyway, if you are going to scold me, you needn’t bother. I was very firm with dear Thomas when I met with him today. I told him in no uncertain terms that we could not step out in secret as we have been doing and that our flirtation had to come to an end.”

      Rosalie’s brow knotted. To her frustration, she could no longer tell if her sister was speaking truthfully, teasing her or simply saying what she wanted to hear. “Your recumbent posture against his arm doesn’t fill me with any hope that he understood your message.”

      Grace chuckled and, in a move that surprised Rosalie, wrapped her arm around her sister. “Well, I might have deigned to grant him one last hour of innocent banter and harmless romance. It was nicer to end our little arrangement with a golden memory than with my leaving him alone and rejected outside the coaching inn, when he had worked so hard to come out and see me.”

      Rosalie looked at her arm held in Grace’s. She did not understand her younger sister at all. Still, she knew she could not control her. Resigning herself, she let her shoulders slump. “Very well. Purely for the sake of convenience, I will believe everything you are telling me. I will warn you, though: if I see you lurking alone with that young man again…”

      “I can well imagine the dire consequences you’ll have in store for me. I imagine they will involve going to our dear father.”

      Rosalie studied her sister’s face. It still held a smile, but she also thought she detected a slight tightening of the muscles in her cheek. It was almost as though Grace were forcing her breezy and light-hearted mood.

      

      As their home came into view, Grace stopped in her tracks and peered towards the garden. “Rosie… I think we must have company. Look at that carriage! Have you ever seen anything so grand?”

      Rosalie peered past the obscuring tree branches and hedges on the road and did, indeed, see an ornate carriage drawn up outside their door.
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      Walking up to the grand and incongruous vehicle parked outside their door, Rosalie felt something like fear pass through her. The black lacquer of the carriage’s wooden frame reflected her own troubled face back at her, and she instinctively pulled away from it. Grace was far less intimidated and ran her fingers wonderingly over the panelling.

      “Grace, don’t touch the thing. You have no idea how much a carriage like that might cost. If you put so much as a scratch on the wood with your nails—”

      “Then I promise you the Duchess of Lynch would not be best pleased.” The voice of the driver took both girls by surprise. He was a well-dressed man in a large, black coat that did not at all suit the season.

      “Excuse me, did you say the Duchess of Lynch?” Grace went wide-eyed, and an enormous grin appeared on her face as though the driver had just told her Christmas had been moved forward to tomorrow.

      “I did indeed, Madam; your aunt, if I am given to understand things aright.” The man’s eyes narrowed as he scrutinised the two girls. “Yes, you have your aunt’s look about you both, somewhat – you especially so.” He looked at Grace.

      Rosalie bit her bottom lip and looked towards their front door. It was impossible to believe that the duchess, Aunt Lynch, was actually here in their home. What made her appearance all the more baffling and simultaneously terrifying was the thought that she had to have come down from London as a result of reading their father’s letter.

      “Come on Rosie, let’s get inside at once. Who knows how much we have missed. Oh, I wonder just how Mama is taking this!” Grace pulled at her sister’s arm excitedly, delighted by the promise of the drama their aunt’s arrival was sure to create.

      As the girls entered, they could hear voices coming from the drawing room. Only two of the voices were at all distinctive. The first was Claire’s, who talked in an enthusiastic manner. The words ‘thank you’ were being offered again and again. The voice that followed hers was unknown to both Rosalie and Grace and yet carried an air of familiarity with it. Rosalie could only assume that this was the voice of the duchess, and she found her footsteps growing ever shorter as she moved to the drawing-room door. It was Grace who grabbed her arm and finally caused her to cross the threshold.

      The most peculiar sight greeted Rosalie as she entered the room. Sitting in her father’s chair was her aunt, a woman whose face, like her voice, was at once familiar and alien to Rosalie. The woman was almost the exact likeness of Grace, though slightly more mature. She had a round face, perfect blue eyes and a surprisingly good figure. She wore a blood-red dress with a low, square-cut neckline and white lace frills about the taffeta puffed sleeves. The duchess was a woman of singular taste and fashion. More than that, however, the beauty of her youth had not suffered degradation over the years. Although Rosalie knew the span of years between her mother and her aunt amounted to only three, she could not believe it when comparing the two. Her mother, more rotund, more wrinkled and wearier, looked easily ten years the elder of the woman seated in the centre of the room.

      Both Mr and Mrs Curtis sat together, somewhat awkwardly, on the chaise longue that faced Lady Lynch, at a distance of some feet. Rosalie’s father looked distinctly as if he hoped to make an escape as soon as the opportunity presented itself. Meanwhile, Mrs Curtis watched with irritation as Claire busied herself on the floor opening a brown-wrapped package, with utter delight.

      “I have been told, dear, that you are very fond of art and reading. The books you will find in this little offering are some of my personal favourites. I fully expect you to write me after you have read them to tell me your thoughts on each one.” The duchess spoke in a loving tone, her eyes gazing down at her youngest niece with a maternal affection Rosalie had not expected from a woman so long removed from their lives.

      Their entrance into the room had not been subtle by any stretch of the imagination, and it showed the duchess’s unflappable nature that she was so easily able to disregard their sudden appearance, in order to put all her attention and care onto her youngest niece. Only once the moment had passed between them both, and a sense of connection made, did the refined lady sit up in her chair and regard the other two girls who had entered the room. She clapped her hands together and gave them both a warm, inviting smile, which Rosalie liked but found a little disconcerting coming from a stranger. She considered that her raised guard might have come from too many years of listening to her mother’s stories about her dreadful aunt. Still, she could not quite warm to the woman sitting in their father’s chair as easily as Claire and now Grace seemed to be doing.

      “Well, I do not think we need introductions for either of you.” The duchess put her hands on the chair and eased herself upright. The moment she stood, she spread her arms in expectation of a hug, something with which Grace immediately obliged her. Without a care for decorum or the chance of accidentally falling and injuring herself, Grace leaped over the footstool that was obstructing her way and threw herself into her aunt’s arms, as if greeting some long-forgotten friend. The duchess didn’t seem to mind at all, and the two laughed as they held each other for a rather drawn-out time.

      When the duchess did separate herself from Grace, she looked her niece up and down and prompted Grace to stand up a little straighter. There was an analytical, appraising look in the woman’s eyes which caused Grace to stifle an involuntary giggle. Finally, the lady had seen all she needed and turned to Mrs Curtis with an elegant smile, refined by years of practice among the best and most worthy people in London.

      “Well, sister, I have absolutely no need to ask who this beautiful little creature is, who has bounded into my arms. This must, indeed, be Grace.”

      Grace nodded dumbly, an enormous grin on her face revealing her perfect white teeth. Rosalie fancied that if her sister had a tail it would be wagging back and forth furiously by now, as her aunt petted her hair.

      “Yes, you are a very fine creature indeed. On the few occasions your mother wrote to me with word of you all, she said that you took after me in looks. I, of course, was not willing to believe that anyone could rival me in terms of sheer natural beauty.” The duchess paused, letting her words hang in the air for a moment, as though she wished to build up suspense. “However, I see now that I must accept my new title as only the second most beautiful woman in our family.”

      Aunt Lynch’s honeyed words were designed to pander to Grace’s ego, and they worked magnificently. Grace had already been wearing the most absurd smile on her face at meeting her aunt. Now, though, receiving such thick praise from so grand a woman had caused her smile to stretch to the point that her lips might tear from the strain.

      For a brief second, Aunt Lynch’s sky-blue eyes alighted on Rosalie, but she did not acknowledge her. Instead, she took Grace by the hand and led her over to her chair. The duchess sat down again, and Grace happily took to the floor by Claire’s side. The two sisters really did look like excitable puppies at their master’s feet.

      Rosalie folded her arms and watched as the duchess leaned over the side of her chair and delved into a large open box that had been brought into the room. No doubt she had come with presents for each of them, and it was now Grace’s turn to receive her aunt’s favours.

      The duchess groaned as she bent over the side of the chair and showed difficulty in righting herself afterward. Rosalie wondered whether this was because of her age or whether the lady was simply putting on a show of difficulty. To her mind, from this one brief moment of meeting, much of her aunt’s manner seemed to revolve around acting and spectacle.

      “Now then, seeing as my advancing years no longer permit me to wear the kind of jewellery and hair pieces that suited me so well when I was your age, my gift to you, dear Grace, is a collection of my favourite pieces, gifted to me when I was courting my dear husband, your uncle.” The duchess reached to her sleeve and pulled out a white handkerchief, which she used to dab at her eyes. Rosalie was not certain if she had seen tears threaten to stain the woman’s cheeks, but she doubted it. The sense of performance from this grand woman was becoming more and more obvious to her by the second, even if her younger siblings were too caught up in inspecting their gifts to notice it.

      Grace was certainly too preoccupied with her gift to notice anything her aunt was saying to her now. As she opened the first of three lacquered mahogany boxes she had been given, her mouth opened, and she let out an audible gasp. Her chest heaved, and her face fluctuated between a delighted smile and a look of sheer surprise. “This… this is…” She could not get her words out and so simply held out the necklace in the box for the rest of them to see.

      “That is gold interlaced with a series of tiny diamonds to give it an added sparkle and a single sapphire at its centre.” The duchess seemed to take great pleasure in finishing her niece’s words for her. She looked around the room, wanting to take in and savour the looks of the others as they all stared at the necklace. Mr Curtis was open-mouthed and close to drooling. The duchess seemed to quickly guess the thoughts circulating in his
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with others.
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redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
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however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
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include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.
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TERMINATION
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