
		
			[image: image]

	
	
		
			And Then She Fell

			Stephanie Laurens

			[image: Harper_Imprint_Logos.jpg]

		

	


	
		
			Contents

			
			
				Acknowledgments

			

			
				The Cynster Family Tree

			

			
				Chapter One

			

			
				Chapter Two

			

			
				Chapter Three

			

			
				Chapter Four

			

			
				Chapter Five

			

			
				Chapter Six

			

			
				Chapter Seven

			

			
				Chapter Eight

			

			
				Chapter Nine

			

			
				Chapter Ten

			

			
				Chapter Eleven

			

			
				Chapter Twelve

			

			
				Chapter Thirteen

			

			
				Chapter Fourteen

			

			
				Chapter Fifteen

			

			
				Chapter Sixteen

			

			
				Epilogue

			

			
				A Chat with Stephanie Laurens

			

			
				An Excerpt from The Perfect Lover

			

			
			
				About the Author

			

			
				Enter the World of Stephanie Laurens

			

			
			
			
				Copyright

			

			
				About the Publisher

			

			
		
		

	


		
			
				Acknowledgments

				Titles for books are fickle things—the right
					one might pop into my head even before I start writing, and at other times it’s
					like pulling teeth, finding a suitable set of words that “fit.” Normally, my
					agent, my editor, and I brainstorm, tossing possibilities back and forth until
					something clicks, and we sing, “Eureka!” But when it came to Henrietta’s book,
					my fifty-first, we came up blank. Yes, we had titles, but none of them sang. So
					we decided to turn to my readers for inspiration via the Cynster Sisters Title
					Challenge, inviting title suggestions for both Henrietta’s and Mary’s books,
					selecting a final five for each, and letting readers vote on which one worked
					best for them. Out of that, it’s my pleasure to acknowledge Joyce Marie Verellen
					for her brilliant suggestion of And Then She Fell as
					the title for this book. Thank you, Joyce—you hit the mark, not just for me, but
					for an overwhelming number of my readers.

			

		

	
		[image: familytree.jpg]

		[image: familytree.jpg]

		Click on a name listed below to expand their branch of the family tree.

		 

		SEBASTIAN

		ARTHUR

		GEORGE

		AUGUSTA

		MARTIN

	
SEBASTIAN

[image: images]

BACK


ARTHUR

[image: images]

BACK


GEORGE

[image: images]

BACK


 AUGUSTA

 [image: images]

 BACK


MARTIN

[image: images]

BACK
    

	
		
			Chapter One

			April 1837

			London

			It was time to dress for what was sure to prove a trying evening. As she climbed the stairs of her parents’ house in Upper Brook Street, Henrietta Cynster mentally rehearsed the news she would have to impart to her friend Melinda Wentworth when they met as arranged at Lady Montague’s ball.

			Henrietta sighed. Reaching her bedroom door, she opened it and halted on the threshold, arrested by the sight of her younger sister, Mary, riffling through the jewelry box on Henrietta’s dressing table.

			Mary acknowledged Henrietta’s arrival with a flick of her eyes and continued pawing through the jumble of chains, earrings, brooches, and beads.

			Movement drew Henrietta’s attention to the armoire beside her bed. Her maid, Hannah, was lifting out Henrietta’s new royal-blue ball gown, simultaneously shooting disapproving glances at Mary’s slender back.

			Stepping inside, Henrietta shut the door. Like her, Mary was still in her day gown and hadn’t yet changed. Curious, she studied Mary’s intent expression; the baby of the family, Mary had the single-minded focus of a terrier when it came to anything she wanted. “What are you looking for?”

			Mary threw her an impatient glance. Shutting one drawer, she reached for the last, the bottom drawer in the box. “The—aha!” Inserting, then withdrawing, her fingers, Mary’s face transformed as she held up her find, suspending it between the fingers of both hands. “I was looking for this.”

			Eyeing the necklace of fine gold links interspersed with polished amethyst beads from which a faceted rose-quartz crystal hung, then noting that Mary’s expression now held the satisfaction of a general who’d just learned his troops had captured a vital enemy position, Henrietta waved dismissively. “It’s never done anything for me. You’re welcome to have it.”

			Mary’s vivid blue eyes swung to Henrietta’s face. “I wasn’t looking for it for me.” Mary held out the necklace. “You have to wear it.”

			The necklace had been gifted to the Cynster girls by a Scottish deity, The Lady, and was supposedly a charm to assist the wearer in finding her true hero, the man by whose side she would live in wedded bliss for the rest of her life. Pragmatic and practical, Henrietta had always had difficulty believing in the necklace’s efficacy.

			More, in the same pragmatic vein, she’d always considered it was unreasonable to expect that all seven Cynster girls of her generation would find love and happiness in the arms of their true heroes, that it was in the cards that one, at least, would not achieve that outcome, and if that were the case, then the Cynster girl destined to die an old maid would, almost certainly, be her.

			As she and Mary were the only two Cynster females of their generation yet unwed, her prediction of her spinster-forever state seemed well on the way to becoming fact. She was already twenty-nine and had never been even vaguely tempted to consider marrying any gentleman. Conversely, no one in their right mind would imagine that twenty-two-year-old Mary, dogged, determined, and unswervingly set on defining and forging her future life, would not achieve her already trenchantly stated goal—namely finding and marrying her hero.

			Sliding her shawl from her shoulders, Henrietta shook her head. “I told you—it’s never worked for me. You may take it with my blessing. I presume that’s what this is about—that you want to use it to find your hero?”

			“Yes, exactly.” Mary’s expression hardened. “But I can’t just take it. It doesn’t work that way. You have to wear it and find your hero first, and then hand it to me just as Angelica handed it to you, and Eliza handed it to Angelica, and Heather handed it to Eliza before that—on the evening of your engagement ball.”

			Turning to set the shawl on a chair, Henrietta hid a smile—that of an older, more mature sister at her little sister’s enthusiastic belief in the charm. “I’m quite sure it’s not that specific. There’s nothing to say it has to work for us all.”

			“Yes, there is.” There was no mistaking the crisp certainty in Mary’s tone; as Henrietta turned back to her, she went on, “I asked Catriona, and she asked The Lady, and it’s The Lady’s charm, after all. And according to Catriona, The Lady was very clear. The necklace has to go from one to the other of us in the stipulated order. Specifically, the necklace won’t work for me if it hasn’t already worked for you and you haven’t had your engagement ball. So!” Mary drew in a breath and, jaw set, held the necklace out to Henrietta. “You have to wear this. From now until you find your hero—and pray to The Lady and all the gods that that will be soon.”

			Frowning slightly, Henrietta reached out and reluctantly lifted the necklace from Mary’s fingers. Refusing it ... wasn’t really an option. Henrietta might be older, more mature, more experienced socially; she might be taller by nearly a head, and she certainly wasn’t any weak-willed miss, but the entire Cynster clan knew that attempting to deny Mary something she’d set her heart on was a fool’s endeavor, and that was doubly true if she had a logical argument to bolster her case.

			Letting the links slide through her fingers, Henrietta once again studied Mary’s face. “Why are you so eager to have the necklace now? You know I’ve had it since Angelica’s engagement ball, and that was nearly eight years ago.”

			“Precisely.” Belligerently, Mary narrowed her eyes back. “So you’ve had eight years to wear it and find your hero, and instead you’ve put it in your jewelry box and left it there. That didn’t matter while I was still in the schoolroom. Even after I was presented, I wanted to look around myself, so you not wearing the necklace wasn’t a problem. But I’m twenty-two now, and I’m ready to take the next step. I want to find my hero forthwith, and start my marriage and set up my own household, and all the rest that comes with marrying. Unlike you, I don’t want to spend the next seven or more years doing other things, which means”—Mary jabbed a finger at the necklace—“that you have to wear that now, find your hero, and then pass it on to me. Only once I have the necklace can I get on with my life.”

			Others might have accepted that at face value, but Henrietta knew her little sister just a little too well. “And ... ?”

			Mary held her gaze, vivid cornflower-blue eyes steady and unyielding.

			Henrietta tipped her head, arched her brows, and waited....

			“Oh, all right!” Mary flung up her hands in surrender. “And I think I might have found my perfect hero, but I need the necklace to be sure. The necklace is supposed to come to me, work for me, and then go to Lucilla, so it seems I’m supposed to wait for the necklace before I decide on my hero, and, well, it would seem to be flying in the face of fate and The Lady to make any final hero-decision before I get the necklace, and I have to have it in the proper way.” Mary’s expression firmed; her eyes bored into Henrietta’s. “Which means you have to wear it and find your hero first.”

			Henrietta looked down at the necklace, at the innocent links draped over her hand. And sighed. “All right. I’ll wear it tonight.”

			Mary uttered a whoop of delight.

			Henrietta held up a staying hand. “But I don’t expect it to work for me, so don’t get your hopes up.”

			Mary laughed and darted in to plant a quick peck on Henrietta’s cheek. “Just wear it, sister-mine—that’s all I ask. As for it working”—eyes twinkling, Mary swung toward the door—“I’ll put my faith in The Lady.”

			Smiling, Henrietta shook her head.

			Mary paused at the door. “Are you joining Mama and me at Lady Hammond’s tonight?”

			“No—I’m expected at Lady Montague’s.” Given Henrietta’s age, she often attended different events than those to which their mother escorted Mary. “Have fun.”

			“I will. I’ll see you tomorrow.” With a wave, Mary went out of the door, shutting it behind her.

			Still smiling, the necklace in one hand, Henrietta turned to discover that Hannah had put her new gown back in the armoire and instead laid out a gown of purple silk.

			Catching Hannah’s gaze as the maid turned from the chest of drawers, a purple-and-gold silk shawl in her hands, Henrietta arched a brow.

			Correctly interpreting the gesture, Hannah assured her, “The royal blue won’t do, miss, not if you’re wearing that.” Eyes bright, Hannah nodded at the necklace. “And if you’re going out looking for your hero, we want you to look your best.”

			Henrietta inwardly sighed.

			Two hours later, Henrietta joined Mr. and Mrs. Wentworth by the side of Lady Montague’s ballroom. After exchanging greetings, they stood and watched the Wentworths’ daughter, Melinda, who was dancing a cotillion.

			Melinda’s partner was the Honorable James Glossup.

			It was James’s motives in paying court to Melinda that had brought Henrietta there; she found herself studying him, absorbing all that his appearance and his expertise in the dance conveyed, and wondering—as she had for the past several days—why, given his transparent attractiveness and accomplishments, James had taken the tack he had with respect to finding a bride.

			Mrs. Wentworth, a short, comfortably rotund lady in brown bombazine, sighed. “It’s such a shame—they make such a handsome couple.”

			“Now, now.” Mr. Wentworth, a solid, conservatively dressed gentleman, patted his wife’s hand where it rested on his sleeve. “There’ll be other handsome bucks that’ll come sniffing around, and as Mellie’s of a mind to find a gentleman who loves her ... well, I’m just grateful to Miss Cynster for finding out what she has.”

			Henrietta smiled faintly and quashed an impulse to squirm. She didn’t know James well, but he was her brother Simon’s closest friend; James had been Simon’s groomsman when Simon had married two years ago. Consequently, James’s and her paths had crossed at several family functions, but beyond what she’d gathered through his association with Simon, she’d had no reason to look more closely at James.

			Until he’d grown so particular in his attentions to Melinda that his intention to offer for her hand could not be doubted. At that point, Melinda, with her parents’ approval, had turned to Henrietta for, as they’d termed it, “clarification of James’s motives.”

			From her early twenties, Henrietta had found a calling in assisting her peers, the other young ladies of the haut ton, to discover the answer to the critical question every young lady had of the gentleman who sought her hand: Does he love me, or is there some other reason he wishes to marry me?

			It wasn’t always easy to tell, or, sometimes, to discover the true answer. Henrietta, however, born into the powerful Cynster clan, with all the connections and associations that afforded her, had long ago learned the ways of finding out almost anything.

			She wasn’t a gossip; she rarely told anyone anything they hadn’t specifically asked to know. But she’d always been observant, and her acuity had only sharpened with the years, with constant application and the resulting experience.

			While mamas, matrons, and chaperons guided their charges through the ton’s shoals, acting as matchmakers for those young ladies, Henrietta provided a countering service. Indeed, certain disgruntled gentlemen had labeled her “The Matchbreaker,” but to the female half of the haut ton, she was the person young ladies set on marrying for love turned to for reassurance as to their would-be fiancés’ matrimonial motivations.

			With tonnish sentiment over recent years shifting in favor of love-matches, Henrietta’s insights and expertise had been much in demand.

			It was entirely possible that her extensive experience was the reason behind the nebulous niggle in her brain, the suspicion that something about James Glossup’s situation didn’t quite fit. But Melinda had asked, and Henrietta now knew, so despite that niggling but irritatingly unspecific reservation, she would oblige and tell her friend the truth.

			Watching James turn elegantly with the music, surveying his broad shoulders, his long, lean frame, the ineffable grace with which he moved, his impeccable and stylishly subdued attire and fashionably ruffled brown hair, and the smile of true gentlemanly gentleness he bestowed on Melinda, Henrietta wondered yet again why he’d decided to take the tack he had and marry merely to secure extra funds, rather than searching for some lady to love.

			He could, of course, simply be a coward too wary of love to take the risk, yet to Henrietta that explanation didn’t ring true.

			As an acknowledged wolf of the ton, James had prowled the salons shoulder-to-shoulder with Simon, but since the summer of Simon’s marriage two years ago, James had drawn back and been little seen in London, not until the beginning of this Season. Regardless, as one of the Dorsetshire Glossups, one of Viscount Netherfield’s grandsons, there were any number of suitable young ladies who would be entirely agreeable to falling in love with him, but instead he’d fixed very quickly on Melinda.

			And Melinda was one of Henrietta’s friends.

			The measure concluded. James bowed; Melinda curtsied, then rose. Melinda glanced toward her parents, saw that Henrietta had arrived and, albeit with due courtesy and smiles, dismissed James, parting from him to thread her way through the crowd.

			As Melinda drew near, Henrietta schooled her features into an expression of uninformative blandness, but after one good look at her face, Melinda glanced at her mother’s—and knew.

			Melinda’s face fell. “Oh.” Halting in front of her parents, she took her mother’s hand, then looked at Henrietta. “It’s not good news, is it?”

			Henrietta grimaced. “It’s not the news you wanted to hear.”

			Melinda glanced over her shoulder, but James had melted into the crowd and was no longer visible. Drawing in a breath, Melinda clutched her mother’s hand more tightly and, head rising, faced Henrietta. “Tell me.”

			Mrs. Wentworth glanced meaningfully at the other guests. “This really might not be the best place to discuss this, dear.”

			Melinda frowned. “But I have to know. How can I face him again otherwise?”

			“Perhaps,” Mr. Wentworth suggested, “we might return home to discuss the matter in private.” He looked at Henrietta. “If we could impose on Miss Cynster to oblige?”

			Henrietta hadn’t intended to leave the Montagues’ house until later, but faced with three earnestly entreating expressions, she inclined her head. “Yes, of course. I have my parents’ carriage. I’ll follow you to Hill Street.”

			She trailed the Wentworths as they made their way to Lady Montague’s side. While Melinda and Mrs. Wentworth thanked her ladyship for the evening’s entertainment, Henrietta stood back and idly scanned the crowd. There were few present she did not know, few she couldn’t immediately place in terms of family and connections.

			She was absentmindedly surveying the heads when her gaze collided with James Glossup’s.

			Standing across the room, he was watching her intently.

			The Wentworths took their leave and moved toward the door. Wrenching her gaze from James’s, Henrietta smiled at Lady Montague and made her farewells, then followed the Wentworths.

			She told herself not to look, but she couldn’t resist glancing back.

			James was still watching her, but his eyes had narrowed; the austere planes of his handsome face seemed harder, his expression almost harsh.

			Henrietta met his gaze, held it for an instant, then she turned and walked out of the ballroom.

			On the other side of the room, James Glossup softly swore.

			What I’ve learned is that Mr. Glossup needs to marry in order to release additional funds from his grandaunt’s estate.” Ensconced in an armchair by the drawing room fire in the Wentworths’ Hill Street house, Henrietta paused to sip the tea Mrs. Wentworth had insisted they all required.

			Seated in the armchair opposite, with his daughter and wife on the chaise to his left, Mr. Wentworth frowned. “So he’s not a fortune hunter after Mellie’s dowry?”

			Setting her cup on its saucer, Henrietta shook her head. “No—he has funds enough, but to release the balance of his grandaunt’s fortune he has to marry. As I understand it, the old lady wanted to ensure that he did, so she made it a condition of her will.”

			Mr. Wentworth snorted. “I suppose that’s one way an old lady can force a whelp to the altar, but not with my girl.”

			“No, indeed!” Mrs. Wentworth agreed, then, clearly recalling that it was Melinda’s opinion that, in this instance, carried the real weight, turned to her daughter. “That is ... Mellie?”

			Cup and saucer held in her lap, Melinda had been staring into the fire. Now she blinked, glanced at her mother, then looked across at Henrietta. “He’s not in love with me, is he?”

			Henrietta adhered to the absolute truth. “That I can’t say. All I can tell you is what I know.” She held Melinda’s gaze, then gently said, “You would be a much better judge of that than I.”

			Melinda stared back for several moments, then her lips firmed. She shook her head. “He likes me, but no—he doesn’t love me.” She paused and took a long sip of her until-then neglected tea. Lowering the cup, she went on, “Truth be told, that’s why I asked you to learn what you could of him. I already suspected from the way he behaved that there was some motive other than love behind his approach ...” Lips twisting, Melinda waved and looked away.

			Henrietta drained her cup, then set it on the saucer and shifted forward to place both on the low table before the chaise. “I should go. There’s nothing more I have to add, and you’ll want to think things through.” She rose.

			Melinda set down her cup and saucer and rose, too, as did her parents. “I’ll see you out.”

			“Thank you again for being such a good friend to Mellie.” Mr. Wentworth gruffly patted Henrietta’s hand.

			Henrietta took her leave of the senior Wentworths and followed Melinda into the front hall. As soon as the butler shut the drawing room door, Henrietta murmured, low enough that only Melinda, just ahead of her, could hear, “I’m truly sorry to be the bearer of such tidings.”

			Halting, Melinda swung to face her. Meeting her eyes, Melinda smiled, albeit weakly. “I admit I was hoping to hear I’d misjudged him, but, truly, you’ve been a godsend. I don’t want to marry a man who doesn’t love me, and all your information has done is confirm what I already suspected, and for that I’m truly grateful. You’ve made my decision so much easier.”

			Clasping Henrietta’s shoulders, Melinda touched cheeks, then drew back and continued, “So yes, I’ll be glum for a day or two, but I’ll come around soon enough—you’ll see.”

			“I hope so.” Henrietta smiled back.

			“I know so.” Melinda sounded more certain with every passing minute. “You’ve helped so many of us now, and I’m sure none of us know what we would have done without you. You’ve saved countless young ladies from disappointing marriages—quite honestly, you deserve an award.”

			Henrietta humphed. “Nonsense. I just have better-than-average sources of information.” And, although in the present circumstances she wasn’t about to mention it, she’d confirmed countless other matches as being soundly based on love.

			She allowed the butler to settle her cloak about her shoulders, then he opened the front door.

			Melinda accompanied her out onto the front step, and immediately shivered as a chill breeze whipped up the street.

			Henrietta caught her hand and pressed it. “Go inside. You’ll catch your death—and my carriage is right there.” She nodded across the street to where her parents’ second town carriage stood waiting by the curb.

			“All right.” Melinda squeezed back. “Take care. No doubt we’ll meet again soon.”

			Henrietta smiled, waited until Melinda retreated and shut the door, then, still smiling to herself, reassured by Melinda’s ready acceptance that she truly hadn’t been in love with James, either, she started down the steps.

			While she might have no faith in finding love herself, she was staunchly in favor of love-matches per se; to her mind, love was the one protection that guaranteed a lady a happy and contented married life—

			A man barreled into her, moving at shocking speed. The collision sent her reeling.

			“Oh!” She would have fallen, but the man whirled and grasped her shoulders, holding her before him, steadying her.

			From the corner of her eye, she glimpsed a silver-mounted cane grasped in one gloved hand, registered that the glove was exquisitely made, of soft, pliable leather. She blinked and glanced at the man’s face, but he was wearing a cloak with the hood up; with the streetlights behind him, his face was shrouded in shadow.

			All she could see was the tip of his chin. As she watched, it firmed.

			“My apologies. I didn’t see you.” The man’s voice was deep, the diction clipped, but cultured.

			Catching her breath, she replied, “I didn’t see you either.”

			He paused; she sensed he was studying her face, her eyes.

			“Miss! Are you all right?”

			She raised her head; the gentleman glanced over his shoulder. They both saw her groom dropping down to the street, intent on hurrying to her aid.

			Even as she called out, “It’s quite all right, Gibbs,” the gentleman looked back at her, released her, brusquely nodded, then swung away and strode quickly on down the street, disappearing into the gathering fog.

			Henrietta mentally shook her head, briskly straightened her skirts and cloak, then crossed to where her groom stood waiting to hand her into the carriage.

			The instant the door shut, she sighed and sank back against the leather seat. The carriage rocked into motion; Upper Brook Street was only minutes away.

			Relaxing, expecting to feel the usual uplifting swell of satisfaction at another motivation-investigation successfully concluded, she instead found her mind unexpectedly focusing on something else entirely.

			On the image of James Glossup standing in Lady Montague’s ballroom, watching her intently. On his expression as he’d realized she was following his intended out of the room.

			He was Simon’s friend; he would know her reputation.

			She wondered what he was thinking now.

		

	


		
			
				Chapter
						Two

				“Do you
					have any idea what the hell you’ve done?”

				Henrietta started, then glanced over her
					shoulder—into soulful brown eyes that were, at that moment, not at all soulful.
					Indeed, the look on James Glossup’s face suggested he was contemplating
					murder.

				Lips thin, his expression stony, he went on, “I’m
					sure it will come as no shock to you that Melinda Wentworth just handed me my
					congé, essentially refusing my offer before I’d even made it. After seeing you
					leaving Lady Montague’s last night in the Wentworths’ train, Melinda’s new
					attitude came as no great surprise—but that leads me to ask, again, if you have
					any notion—any concept—of just what, in this case,
					your meddling has achieved?”

				His tone, condemnatory as well as accusatory,
					pricked Henrietta. She swung to face him. Her mother had insisted that together
					with herself and Mary, Henrietta had to attend Lady Campbell’s soiree, but there
					was little to interest her in her ladyship’s drawing room; most of those
					attending were of the younger set, young ladies only just out and young
					gentlemen only just come up to town, along with their mothers. But Lady Campbell
					was a close friend of her mother’s, so, after dutifully circling the room once,
					Henrietta had taken refuge in an alcove partly screened by a large potted palm,
					which was where James had found her.

				Cornered her; she couldn’t get out unless he
					stepped back.

				Not that that bothered her, but her pulse had sped
					up—she wasn’t sure why.

				“All I did was tell Melinda the truth—that you need
					to marry to release part of your inheritance.” She narrowed her eyes in warning;
					she was not going to be held responsible for his shortcomings. “You hadn’t
					thought to inform her of that. Melinda has her heart set on a love-match, but
					although she asked, I specifically refused to comment on that aspect. I left
					that to her own judgment, and if you failed to convince her of the emotional
					foundation of your suit, I do not believe you can lay the blame for that at my door.”

				He narrowed his eyes; normally so soft a chocolate
					brown that drowning in all that lusciousness wasn’t a silly thought, they
					currently resembled chips of adamantine agate. “As I thought—you have no notion
					of the havoc you’ve caused, not just for me, but for so many others.”

				She blinked, frowned. “What do you mean?”

				He seemed not to hear her; his eyes continued
					boring into hers, his face a mask of reined anger and frustration. “Simon had
					mentioned your interfering interest, of how you dabble and meddle in other
					people’s lives to keep yourself amused.”

				His tone sent her temper soaring. “You aren’t in love with Melinda!”

				“No, I’m not—but did I ever claim I was?”

				He’d lowered his head so they were speaking
					face-to-face with only inches between them, his diction so clipped he all but
					flung his words at her as if they were darts, or possibly javelins.

				She searched his eyes, the hard, austere planes of
					his face. His emotions were close beneath that rigid surface; anger and
					frustration reached her clearly, but so, too, did an underlying current of
					concern, of anxiety, worry, and trepidation. And underneath all lay a lick of
					fear, but it wasn’t fear for himself; there was a distracted quality to it that
					she recognized—his was fear for someone or something he viewed as in his care.
					Abruptly, she felt out of her depth. “What—”

				“Did it never occur to
					you that some gentlemen might, just might, be subject to other pressures—reasons
					that have nothing to do with love—that might dictate that they have to marry?
					How the devil do you expect such gentlemen to proceed, matrimonially speaking,
					if they have to contend with the likes of you, meddling where you have no right
					to interfere?” He dragged in a breath, then even more forcefully, albeit
					quietly, ground out, “If you learn nothing else from the mess you’ve just
					created, if I can convince you to stop intruding in matters you neither
					understand nor that are any true concern of yours, at least I will have
					accomplished something.”

				The look he cast her held an element of disgust,
					along with a degree of disappointment; he started to step back, to leave.

				She caught his lapel. Curled her fingers and
					clamped them.

				He froze, glanced down at her fingers locked in his
					coat, then slowly raised his gaze to hers and arched a supercilious brow.

				She didn’t let go but belligerently met his gaze,
					returning his anger and frustration in full measure. “What,” she enunciated, the
					word as bitten off as his had been, “are you talking about?” She wasn’t about to
					let him cast such nebulous yet hurtful aspersions and then just walk away.

				He held her gaze for a long moment, then glanced
					down at her hand. His anger had abated not one jot, yet with outward, almost
					languid calm, he said, “Given you’ve chosen to interest yourself in my
					matrimonial situation, perhaps you deserve to learn the full story.” Raising his
					gaze, he met her eyes. “And the full scope of the problems your ill-advised
					interference has caused.”

				A burst of laughter from the other side of the palm
					had them both glancing that way; a group of young people were gathering beyond
					the palm, eagerly swapping secrets.

				“But not here.” James looked back at her.

				Releasing him, she boldly met his eyes.
					“Where?”

				He shifted, glanced around the room, then tipped
					his head to the right. “This way.”

				He led her out of the drawing room, through a side
					hall and down a corridor. She followed, walking quickly, keeping pace just
					behind his right shoulder.

				Somewhat to her surprise, the necklace—the amethyst
					beads and especially the rose quartz pendant hanging just above her
					décolletage—felt oddly warm. Mary, of course, had checked to make sure she was
					wearing it, and Henrietta suspected her little sister had been whispering in
					Hannah’s ear; her maid had gone searching through all her gowns to find the
					creation she was presently wearing—a well-fitted gown in the palest pearlescent
					pink silk with a sweetheart neckline—purely to properly frame the blasted
					necklace. The flaring skirts of the gown swished about her legs as she followed
					James down the corridor and into another.

				Finally pausing by a door, James held a finger to
					his lips, then turned the knob and quietly opened the door. The room beyond was
					his lordship’s study. A lamp on the table had been left burning, but turned low.
					They both looked in, searching, but the room was empty.

				James waved Henrietta in, then followed and shut
					the door.

				He wasn’t surprised when she went straight to the
					chair behind the desk and sat. It was an admiral’s chair, and she swiveled to
					face him as he walked to the fireplace to the left of the desk and fell to
					restlessly pacing. In his present mood, sitting held little appeal; he wanted to
					rant and berate, but beneath the roiling surface of his anger ran a disturbingly
					swelling well of helplessness. What the devil was he going to do?

				And why was he wasting more of his steadily
					shrinking time explaining anything to Henrietta Cynster? To Simon’s younger
					sister?

				He honestly wasn’t sure, but something about her
					interference had pricked him on the raw. On some level he saw her actions as a
					breach of trust—more, as a disloyal act. He’d expected better from his best
					friend’s sister. He might not know her well, but surely she knew what sort of
					man he was, namely one who followed the same creed as her brother. He was
					irritated and disturbed that her actions could only mean that she viewed him in
					a dishonorable light. That she thought he would have lied to Melinda, or at
					least tried to pull the wool over her eyes, that he wouldn’t have made his
					situation clear. Instead, Melinda had dismissed him before he’d had a chance to
					explain said situation.

				“So.” Henrietta fixed her blue-gray eyes on his
					face. “What in all this don’t I understand? What is your ‘full story’?”

				He met her gaze for an instant, then, still pacing,
					replied, “My grandaunt, as you clearly know, died not quite a year ago—on the
					first of June last year, to be precise. I was her favorite of all the family and
					she wanted to ensure that I married. That had always been a goal of hers, one
					she pursued as well as she could over the last decade and more. However, she
					then learned she was dying, and so in her will, she left me her estate—a country
					house and surrounding grounds and various farms in Wiltshire, and a large house
					in town, all staffed and in good order. She also left me the income for upkeep
					of same—but for a year only. Beyond that, in order to access the continuing
					income needed to keep the houses and farms and all the rest operational”—he
					halted and met Henrietta’s eyes—“my dear grandaunt stipulated that I have to
					marry within the year following her death, which means before the first of June
					this year.”

				Henrietta blinked, then her eyes searched his face.
					“What happens if you don’t?”

				“The estate, houses, farms, and all, remain mine—my
					responsibility—but there is no way in all the heavens that I could possibly fund
					them from my own pocket, without access to the income. A fact my grandaunt well
					knew.”

				“So what would happen?”

				“What would happen is that I would have to let all
					the staff go—close up the houses, perhaps keep caretakers, no more, and as for
					the farms, I have no idea what I might be able to keep functioning, but it won’t
					be much. Oh, and in case you imagine I might sell any part of the estate to keep
					the rest going, my grandaunt made sure I can’t.”

				“Ah.” She paused, apparently working through the
					reasoning, then said, “So in order to continue to support all the people
					dependent on your grandaunt’s estate—your estate now—you have to marry by June
					the first?”

				He didn’t bother answering, just curtly nodded.

				Still considering him, she frowned slightly.
					“You’ve left it a trifle late, haven’t you?”

				The look he bent on her held no patience at all.
					“In leaving me a year to find a suitable bride and tie the knot, what my
					grandaunt didn’t allow for was, first, the change in social mores that has
					occurred since she was a young lady—in her day, all marriages within the ton
					were arranged on the basis of material concerns, and love never entered into the
					equation. So she imagined me finding a suitable bride was simply a matter of me
					looking and offering, and not very much more. She also failed to allow for the
					period of mourning my father and grandfather felt the family should observe, or
					for the months it took to sort out the current state of affairs with respect to
					the estate. Although it’s in Wiltshire, not that far from Glossup Hall, and I’ve
					visited there many times over the years, I had no notion she intended to leave
					the whole to me, and so I haven’t in any way been trained as to how the estate
					functions ...”

				Unable to stand still any longer, unable for some
					reason to continue to conceal his agitation, he ran a hand through his hair and
					fell to pacing once more. “Do you have any idea what a mess this now is?” He
					flung out a hand. “I spent a month looking into all the likely candidates, and
					Melinda Wentworth stood out as the best—the most likely to accept an offer that
					wasn’t couched in love. She wasn’t, as far as I could see, enamored of anyone
					else. She’s twenty-six, and must be fearful of being left on the shelf. And
					she’s sensible, too—a female I could imagine having by my side, working
					alongside me in managing the estate. I spent the last month and more courting
					her.”

				He swung back and trapped Henrietta’s gaze. “But
					now that’s all gone—useless wasted effort, wiped away.” He gestured broadly,
					sweeping a slate clean. “Which leaves me with a bare four weeks in which to find
					and woo a suitable young lady as my oh-so-necessary bride.”

				Halting before Henrietta, he looked down at her.
					“And the blame for such a fraught situation, one that could dramatically and
					adversely affect the livelihoods of so many innocent people, lies equally as
					much at your door as it does at mine.”

				A chill washed through Henrietta. Eyes locked with
					his, burning with anger, shot with concern, all she could think of to say was,
					“Oh.”

				The control he’d maintained shattered. Incredulous,
					he stared at her. “Oh? Is that all you can manage? Oh?”

				Swinging violently around, he paced away from her,
					then paused, whirled, and came charging back. “But no—it’s worse.” He looked truly appalled as he halted before her, staring
					down at her. “I just realized—everyone in the ton, certainly all those with
					marriageable young ladies under their wing, will now know that on the issue of
					Melinda Wentworth’s hand, you’ve passed judgment on me and found me wanting.
					Found me not worthy.” Sinking both hands into his
					hair, he ran his fingers back through the dark locks, clutching with both hands
					as he turned away. “Aargh! What the devil am I to
					do? How in all Hades am I to find my necessary bride now?”

				Silence greeted his questions. He started pacing
					away from her.

				“I’ll help you.”

				She hadn’t even known she was going to say the
					words; they formed and fell from her lips without conscious direction.

				Purely in response to what she’d heard, what she
					could see—what, inside, she knew.

				His back to her, he halted. Several more heartbeats
					of silence ensued, then he slowly turned his head and, frowning slightly, looked
					at her. “What did you say?”

				She moistened her lips, and stated more definitely,
					“I said I’ll help you.”

				He slowly turned to face her fully. His frown
					deepened. “In case you didn’t know, you’re known as The Matchbreaker. You break
					up matches of which you disapprove, just as you did with me and Melinda.”

				“No.” She drew breath and evenly said, “I only tell
					young ladies who’ve asked me to learn the truth about their prospective fiancés
					what I find. For your information, I confirm as many matches as I disrupt, and
					contrary to the generally held belief, not all those matches I confirm are
					love-matches.” She held his gaze levelly. “Not all young ladies wish to marry
					for love. These days most do, but not all.”

				She hesitated, studying his eyes, his face; neither
					gave all that much away, but she thought she detected a glimmer of hope, which
					was encouragement enough for her to say, “I didn’t know your situation, but now
					I do ... I can help. I can tell you which young ladies might suit,
					and if the ton’s ladies see me assisting you, they’ll know that the reason
					Melinda drew back was not in any way a reflection of any substance on you, but
					rather lay in her expectations, her wants and wishes. In other words, that she
					and you didn’t suit in that regard, but my ... championing of you
					will lay all other adverse speculation to rest.”

				Pausing, she tipped her head, regarding him
					steadily as she considered. “I admit it’ll be a challenge—finding you a suitable
					bride in barely four weeks—but if I work with you, we might just manage it.”

				It was his turn to tip his head as he regarded her,
					in his case through slightly narrowed eyes. “You’d do that?”

				Righting her head, she nodded decisively. “Yes, I
					would. I’m not apologizing for disrupting your pursuit of Melinda, because such
					a match wouldn’t have worked, but given your situation and, as you correctly
					point out, the implications of my involvement over Melinda, and you’ve always
					been a good friend to Simon, too, then given all those circumstances, helping
					you to find your necessary bride seems the least I should do.”

				He stared at her as if he couldn’t quite believe
					what she’d said, and didn’t know how to reply. Eventually, he ventured, “So The
					Matchbreaker will turn matchmaker?”

				She tipped up her chin. “I only disrupt matches
					that won’t work, but, assuming you can leave that aspect aside, if we work
					together, we might just have a chance to meet your deadline.”

				He studied her for a moment more, then he slowly
					nodded. “All right. So ... where do we start?”

				They
					arranged to meet in Hyde Park the next morning.

				Handsomely garbed in a walking dress of sky-blue
					twill, Henrietta was waiting some yards inside the Grosvenor Gate, not far from
					her parents’ house in Upper Brook Street, when James came striding along Park
					Lane and turned in through the pillared gateposts.

				At the sight of him, her heart tightened and an
					inexplicable band constricted about her chest, restraining her breathing. The
					effect was so marked, and with no one else about she couldn’t pretend it wasn’t
					occasioned by him. Which was nonsensical.

				Admittedly, he was dressed in his usual impeccable
					fashion and was therefore the epitome of an elegant ton gentleman; his coat of
					Bath superfine was exquisitely cut, his waistcoat of blue and muted silver
					stripes a study in understated elegance, and his superbly tied cravat would
					doubtless engender envy in all the younger blades. Nevertheless ...
					faintly irritated by such missish susceptibility—she was twenty-nine, for
					heaven’s sake, too old to be affected by the sight of any man—she bundled the
					sensations aside, and when that didn’t work, banished all awareness of them from
					her mind.

				Spotting her, he strolled across, his stride all
					long-limbed predatory grace; joining her, he smiled and inclined his head in
					response to her polite nod. “Good morning.”

				“Indeed. I thought we could sit on that bench over
					there.” Keeping a firm grip on her wayward senses, with her parasol she
					indicated a park bench, presently unoccupied. “We’ll be far enough from the
					fashionable areas to ensure we won’t be interrupted.” Starting for the bench,
					she continued, “I need to get a better idea of the sort of young lady you’re
					looking for, and then we need to devise our campaign to locate her.”

				Large, lean, and powerful, he strolled beside her.
					“I can see the sense in the latter, but as to the former, I suspect beggars
					can’t be choosers.”

				“Nonsense!” Reaching the bench, with a swish of her
					skirts she sat, and frowned up at him. “You’re a Glossup—you can’t marry just
					anyone.”

				The expression in his eyes suggested he wasn’t so
					sure about that. “I’m desperate, remember?” He sat beside her and looked out
					over the manicured lawns.

				“Desperate time-wise, perhaps, but not, I fancy,
					desperate choice-wise.”

				“I bow to your greater knowledge of my options.
					So”—he glanced at her—“where do we start?”

				Henrietta paused to consider. She’d spent half the
					night wondering why she’d offered to help him—why she’d felt such a compulsion
					to do so. Yes, she’d felt obligated, given that the difficulty he now faced was
					a situation her actions, albeit wholly justified, had inadvertently contributed
					to. Yes, he was Simon’s best friend, and she felt another form of obligation on
					that score, but she’d finally decided that the greater part of what had moved
					her had been simple guilt. She’d misjudged him, in her mind even more than via
					her actions; she’d failed to recognize, let alone credit him with, any sort of
					honor, yet as a Cynster she knew honor was a sterling quality that not only men
					valued—ladies, if they had any sense, valued it, too.

				And it was very easy to see that the greater part
					of what was driving him—the primary source of his desperation—was his
					unquestioning devotion to the welfare of people whose well-being was an
					obligation he’d unexpectedly inherited. He didn’t have to take up that burden,
					yet he had, and from all she could see, it hadn’t even occurred to him to shrug
					it aside, even though, in reality, he could. His grandaunt’s estate aside, he
					was wealthy enough in his own right to walk away, but he hadn’t. He hadn’t even
					thought of it. It was difficult to get much more honorable than that.

				Although she wasn’t, even now, totally certain as
					to the entirety of her motives, guilt had, at the very least, weighed heavily in
					the scale.

				Settling more comfortably on the bench, she
					commanded, “Tell me what traits you don’t want, or alternatively that you
					specifically require, in your bride.”

				His gaze on the trees and lawns before them, he
					took a moment to think, then replied, “No flibbertigibbets, no ninnyhammers. And
					preferably not anyone too young. Whether she has a dowry or not is of no
					consequence, but as you observed, she should be of good family, preferably of
					the haut ton. If she can ride, that’s a bonus, but social aptitude is, I
					suspect, a must.” He paused, then asked, “What else?”

				Henrietta’s lips quirked. “You forgot the bit about
					her being at the very least passably pretty, if not
					a diamond of the first water.”

				“Ah—but you already knew that.” From under heavy
					lids, he slanted her a glance. “You know me so well.”

				She humphed. “I know your type well enough, that’s
					true.” She mentally reviewed his responses, then asked, “Are there any physical
					characteristics you prefer? Blond rather than brunette, tall rather than
					short—that sort of thing.”

				Dark brown hair, taller than
						average, soft blue eyes—rather like you. James kept the words from
					his lips and substituted, “In all honesty I’m more interested in the substance
					than the package—on what’s inside, rather than outward appearance.” He glanced
					at her. “In the circumstances, it’s more important that I marry a lady of sound
					character who accepts me as I am, and accepts the position that I’m offering for
					what it is, and is willing to devote herself to the position of my wife.”

				She’d caught his gaze; she searched his eyes, then
					inclined her head and faced forward. “That’s an admirable attitude and an
					excellent answer.” After a moment, she blew out a breath. “So we know what
					manner of lady we’re looking for.”

				“Now, how do we find her?”

				“Did you bring your invitations as I asked?”

				He fished in his pocket and drew out the stack of
					cards he’d received.

				She took them, placed them in her lap, and started
					leafing through them ... and stopped, frowning. “These aren’t
					sorted.”

				No ... “Should they be?”

				She glanced at him, perplexed. “How do you keep
					track?” When he blinked, not quite sure what she meant, she huffed and waved.
					“No—never mind. Here.” She regathered the stack and gave it back to him. “Sort
					them by date, starting with tonight. And we’re only including events at which
					marriageable ladies of the ton will be present.”

				“Hmm.” That cut out a good half of the invitations
					he held. Somewhat reluctantly laying the others—the invitations to dine with
					friends at clubs and the like—aside, he combed through the untidy sheaf,
					extracting and ordering as she’d instructed.

				Meanwhile, she opened her reticule, rummaged
					inside, and drew out a medium-sized calfskin-bound book. She opened it, smoothed
					the page, then set it in her lap.

				He glanced over and realized the book was her
					appointment diary. It was roughly five times the size of his and, he noted, had
					roughly five times the entries for each day.

				She waited—with reined patience—for him to reach
					the end of his sorting. “Right, then,” she said as he neatened the pile. “Let’s
					start from this evening.” She tapped an entry in her diary. “Do you have an
					invitation to Lady Marchmain’s rout?”

				He had. They progressed through the next two weeks,
					noting those events she deemed most useful for their now-shared purpose for
					which he already had invitations; where that wasn’t the case, she made a note to
					speak to the relevant hostess. “There’s not a single hostess who will refuse to
					have you, especially if she suspects you’re bride-hunting.”

				“Ah ...” A horrible vision flooded his
					mind. “We’re not going to make any public declaration of my urgent need for a
					bride, are we?”

				“Not as such.” She looked at him—as if measuring
					how much to tell him, or how best to break bad news. “That said, as you’ve
					already been courting Melinda but have parted from her, most will know, or at
					least, as I said, suspect that you’re actively looking about you, but as long as
					you’re with me, under my wing so to speak, I seriously doubt you’ll be
					mobbed.”

				“Oh—good.” He wasn’t sure whether to feel reassured
					or not. After a moment, he added, “I purposely haven’t let it get about that I’m
					under any time constraint. I imagine that if I let my desperation become known,
					I won’t be able to appear in public without attracting a bonneted crowd.”

				She chuckled. “Very likely. Keeping your deadline a
					secret is indubitably wise.” Returning to her diary, she flipped through the
					next weeks. “But as to that, as I didn’t learn you
					had a deadline even though I learned the rest, I can’t imagine any other lady
					will readily stumble on the information, so you should be safe on that
					score.”

				He nodded, then realized she hadn’t seen. “Thank
					you.”

				She glanced at him, her soft blue eyes glowing, her
					delicately sculpted, rose-tinted lips curved in an absentminded smile, and he
					felt a jolt strike his chest, reverberating all the way to the base of his
					spine, even as he realized just how deeply he’d meant the words.

				He trapped her gaze. “And thank you in the broader
					sense
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